Municipal Librair, 

NAINI TAL. 


CLiss No. . . . ti 

Book No. . i'{ A/o li 








AFRICAN TRILOGY 




ALAN MOOREHEAD 


AFRICAN TRILOGY 

COMPRISING 

MEDITERRANEAN FRONT 
A YEAR OF BATTLE 
THE END IN AFRICA 


A personal account of the three years’ 
struggle against the Axis in the 
Middle East and North Africa, 
1940-3 With a Foreword by 

FIELD-MARSHAL VISCOUNT WAVELL 
G.C.B.. G.M.S.r., G.M.I.E.. C.M.G.. M.C, 


Price Rs. 15 


Hamish Hamilton 

LONDON 

Thacker & Co., Ltd 

BOMB AY 





rsi-ts'i irioirnj:; 1945 


Copyright Reserved 


Published hy C. Murphy, for 
ThMber <8 Co.. Ltd.. Rampart Row, Bombay 
and printed by R. Bourdon 
at Western. Printers <£ Publishers’ Press, 
15-23., Hainam'' Street, Fort, Bombay. 



FOREWORD 


BY FIELD-MARSHAL VISCOUNT WAVELL, O. C. B.. G. M. S. I. , 
G.il.I.E.. C.M.G.,M,C. 

Tyf R. ALAN MOOREHEAD has asked me to write a foreword to his 
trilogy ou the African Campaign, in which he and I once or twice 
shared air travel and experiences. ' 

North Africa has been one of the great battle-gronnds of history. 
Rome and Carthage there decided their long drawn out contest for the 
Empire of the Mediterranean — the world of their day. One of the most 
tanious coinniaiiders of history, Scipio, won in that struggle Ids title of 
Africanus. Another, Belisarius, there fought one of his most spectacular 
campaigns. Later, the Mohammedan hosts, in the burning fire of tl'.eir 
new faith, swept along those shores, though no one seems, to know 
ciuite why or how. Two of the world's coutiucriug heroes, Alexander 
and Napoleon, established themselves in the Egyptian base, but then 
turned eastw'ards instead of westwards. 

Alexander got as far as Siwa indeed, but, after some rather mj’-s- 
terious coiumnning with the divine in that remote oasis, decided that 
his fate lay in India. Napoleon was also lured eastwards, largely, i 
suspect, by the star of Alexander; I have sometimes wondered whether 
that ambitious schemer ever cousidered a returu to France by way of 
Algiers, as the conqueror of North Africa. 

North Africa has at all times been a laud of petty warfare, skir- 
mishes and frontier raids- Much blood has been shed in those 
obliterating sands. In the campaigns of which Mr. Moorehead writes, 
the Long Range Desert Group and the Commandos carried on the 
same guerrilla tradition. 

It was in accordance with the fitness of history that North Africa 
should have been the scene of a great struggle in the greatest of all 
wars. That struggle has all the qualities of an epic drama — three 
Stirring Acts, a tense ebb and flow of fortune, and the final triumph of 
right in a spectacular victory. 

A contemporary account can never be the final record oi a 
campaign. The plans of the leaders and the limitations in which they 
worked are not fully known. But — though estimates and judgments 
of events and persons may have to he revised — it is in many respect.s 
the truest tale, if trnlj' seen and told, since it gives the human factors 
that are so often overlooked when the cold, critical, official histories 
come to be written. 
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Alan Moorehead is an accurate observer of events, a shrewd 
judge of persons and tendencies, and an attractive writer. His three 
volumes will be of great interest now while events are fresh, and of 
value to future historians as a hiiiiian background for their impassive 
record. 

WAVHLL 

Nrw DfiLHt, Mflrch 1944. 



PREFACE 


By ALAN MOOKKilEAD 

TSK war in Africa and the Aliddle East fell naturally into three 

phases, each lasting twelve months. 

At first General Wavell had command from 1940 to 1941, and that 
was the year of tremendous experiments, of thrusting about in the 
dark: the j’ear of bluff and quick movement when nobody knew what 
was going to happen. Whole armies and fleets were flung about from 
one place to another, and in its frantic efforts to find a new equilibrium 
the Middle East erupted at half a d-ozeu places at once. 

At one stage Wavell had five separate campaigns on his hands — 
the Western Desert, Greece, Crete. Italian East Africa and Syria — 
and there \ywrc other side-shows like Iraq and British Somalilana as 
well. M ist of this was essentially colonial warlare carried out with 
small groups of men using weapons that would be regarded as obsolete 
now. 

Looking back, I see what a feeling of excitement and high adven- 
ture we had then when we went off on these little isolated expeditions. 
We did not ((uitc realize the real griniuess of war except at certain 
moinftuls. The honours between the sides were fairly even. T’oe 
Geriuaiis held Greece and Crete: we held Syria, Abyssinia and all 
Italian East Africa. The Axis and the British were balanced in the 
desert. 

Then General Auchinleck arrived to take comuiaud, and 1941- 
1942 became tbe year of set battles and eventual retreat. It was no 
longer colonial warfare, but the war of modern European armies fight- 
ing out a decisive issue in Africa. This fighting was focused on the 
desert, and in that flat and limitless arena the war developed into a 
straight-out issue between man aud man, tank and tank, army and 
arms'. 

There are a thousand considerations to be taken into account, but 
it will have to be admitted that the Germans had the better array. 
They had better weapons, more soundlj’ trained men and better 
generalship than we had. 

Despite this stiffening and enlargement of the desert fighting, the 
war in tte Middle East became something of a side issue through this 
year beChuse Russia, Japan and America had now entered the war. 
Instead of being an isolated theatre, the Middle East was becoming 
part of world strategy. 

In that black summer of 1942 it even began to look as if the 
Germans would reach out from Stalingrad in Russia and from Alaiueiii, 
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Middle East, and evenhially join hands with the Japanese in India, 
But S’.aiiii<;:ad atni Alanieiii held, and that was the turning-point of 
the war. 

'Ti'er. the final }’tar. 1942-1943, the year of Eisenhower, Alexander 
and Mc ntgoniery, the yeai ol success. As Montgomery struck from 
th;: desert," the Auglo-A'-iicriean forces landed in _ North Africa. The 
tunnilUT'ius and vicioiious meeting of the Eighth and the First 
Armies in Tunisia lumst go down as one of the great military strokes 
of Iiistory, 

Tile Afiddie East was seenred. The Mediterranean was reopened. 
And tar off in tlte East the Japanese dynamic had at last expended 
itsei;' on the borvlers of Iimia. Practically the whole of the British and 
American Empires in the Far East had fallen, bnt for the moment the 
Japanese Could iio no more. And at Stalingrad the Russians had begun 
their great westward sweep. With Africa freed, we could at last look 
iOTwarci to the invasion of Europe, 

As each of these three separate years of battle ended in the Middle 
tlasv I WTOto. a book desetibing lire operations— -dFcd/Ycrramiart Front, 
A i'rar of /la tile and T/tr End in Africa. These three are now 
combined in this volntns. 

The text is essentially the same except tliat here and there I have 
made minor corrections and delelions. 

When I first began to put the three books together I planned to 
remove many of the personal references and shape the material into 
a more cohesive and historical form. But 1 soon found this qnite 
impracticable. It is impossible to write a definitive history of the 
campaigns at this stage. Too many matters are still the subject of 
conlroversy, too much is secret, so much material retuaius to be 
gathered. The war diaries and the dispatches of the commanders have 
still to^be published. 

And so these books must lemain what they are — a rambling and 
personal ah»ry, I thiuk every major happening is included, and I have 
tried to bind the sweep of thesa great events into a perspective. But 
it is essentially an intimate picture of the Mediterranean war from one 
man's point of view. There are long digressions, such as the Indian 
chapters and the description of my journey round the world when 
I left Egypt iu^ the summer, called at New York in the fall and 
Loudon ill the winter, and ended a little breathlessly in Tunisia in 
,the spring. 

These journeys were essentially part of my search tc¥^ obtain a 
wider and fuller knowledge of the war, and the digressions' will be 
justified if they establish only this — that the struggle which began in 
the desert as a simple military issue became in the end a vast imbroglio 
of politics and, warfare in which tlie whole world was concerned. 

Very Ettle here has been suppressed through censorship ; I have 
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said almost all I wanted to say. Inevitably there are many mistakes. 
Since one is writing so close to events, one cannot weed out all the 
errors, and for those that remain, unknown to me, I ai)ologi'/.e. I was 
present at most of the events described here, and very often I dis- 
cussed them on the spot or shortly' afterwards with the soldiers and 
their commanders and the politicians. But I must empliasize that one 
man can see very little of a battle, and the opinions espressed in that 
highly charged atmosphere are not always complete and balanced. 

Throughout these three years I was writing dispatches for my 
newspaper the London Daily Express, and here and there at perhaps 
half a dozen places I telt I could not improve on those nies.sagcs, and 
I have threaded them into the narrative. 

I was also strongly tempted to add an account of the Sicilian and 
Italian campaigns. But these are not part of the pattern, of this book; 
they belong not to Africa but to Europe, and the invasion of Europe is 
another story. 

Among all the many people who have helped this bi>ok to publica- 
tion I must idace first niy wife. She shared in many of the adventures, 
yuile apart from the tedious business of handling the proofs, the results 
of her Correction and suggestion are on every page. A great part of 
tlie book is hers. Nest I must thank Eieuteuant-Colouel J. 0. Ewart, 
of the Intelligence StaS.who has patiently comiied through these many 
thousand words and given me his account of the battle of Alameiu. 

■ I cannot easily repay my debt to Eord Wavell, both for his. 
cnconragement to me through these years and his kindness in finding 
time at the busiest moment of his brilliant career to write the Foreword 
to this bock. 

At different times General Montgomery, General Auchinleck and 
many of their senior oSicers like the late General Golt discussed their 
battles with me and gave me access to certain documents and war 
diaries, and I am particularly grateful to them. I liave also profited 
greatly from the conferences given to correspondents by General 
Eisenhower, General Alexander, Air Chief Marshal Tedder, Air 
Marshal Couingham, Admiral Cunningham and their British and 
American staff office: s. 

The late Mr. P. 1’. Howe, who was editor to my publisher, Hamish 
Hamilton, did a great deal of work on these books. I must also thank 
the hundreds of correspondents and reviewers who have used me 
kindly in the past; and the companion of so many of my jonrueys, 
Alexander Clifford. Evelyn Moniagne of the Manchester Guardian 
has also checked many facts. And there is ms' editor, Mr. Arthur , 
Christiansen of the Daily Express, who has kindly consented to the 
publication of this volume. 

Beyond this there were the thousands of meetings I had in the 
field with the soldiers and sailors and airmen who are tlm nctors of 
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:’nis sl'iry, and -aiio unaffoctenh’ and siin[»h' ilescrihed to me wliat they 
ha.i -.liinc. S-i :r.aiiy at:- iiea.l tinw or woniided, my uwii cullea;^nes 
am-ni^' U'.-m, And tiiirf brings nic lo the only pijssihle cleilicatioii 
of this bri.-.k, v/nieli 1 yet down here with imicii piide and, I hope, 
v.-iiltnul preBiiiiiTition ; 


T'. 'I'iirf ill';': wrr<) ForcitT. 




1944. 


AI^AJs MOORFHEAD 
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Operations sm.h us thest btgin 7i'it/i a phase in zohich each com- 
mander siriisf^lcs, on the. one hand, to oblain intonnaiion, and on the 
other to deny if to his enemy. Otic of the fent advantages that sold/e.rs 
experience in having a desert for their theatre of scar is that the aud- 
itorium is empty — EXTRACT l U-./lI A STATEIIEKT issued by G.H.Q., 
CAIRO, JlTMi 19tk, 1940. 

T REPACKED Egypt by way of Greece. Nothing conlil distarb that 
timeless apathy in the eastern Mediterranean. In Athens the 
diplomats talked leisurely around the point of whether Gieece would 
fight or not. They were rather agreed on the whole that she would not. 
They talked too, of course, the Greeks, They said that every Italian 
wotiid he thrown into the sea. Bui they bad been talking in that strain 
for a long time. Atn'way, Mefaxas had a Fascist regime. .Anyw'ay, he 
i,vaR friendly with the Germans who seemed to be arriving in steadily 
increasing numbers at Athens and Salonica. Anyway’, the Greeks were 
utterly divided against themselves, the army was robbed of all its 
Veiio.r,ilisl officers and intrigue was festering all the way Ihiongh the 
Vcloponnosc to Thrace. I took a car to Phalerou Bay and swam far 
out into the gentle sea while they prepared a luncheon of shrimps and 
slraw'berries in the taverua on the beach. High on a crag above the 
lake at Marathon 1 came on three aged and gaitered British Bishops 
taking tea. They exchanged sonorous reminiscences about the Royal 
Family, an unusual scene, occasioned, I found later, by the fact that 
they had been summoned to the Balkans to investigate the possibility 
of the fusion of the Anglican and Orthodox Churches. Differences 
fuily oi ritual apparently existed. Seeking relaxation from the discus- 
sions, the bishops had motored out to Marathon and there they sat, as 
peaceful a group of old gentlemen as ever lingered over their tea in the 
vicarages of uiuelcenth-ceutnry England. Neither here nor any- 
where in Greece was there a hint that a second Marathon was coming. 
This was the end of May 1940. Flying over Crete and the dreaming 
islands of the Aegean, it was more difficult still to understand or feel 
the importance of the news from France. Relhel . . . Amiens . . . 
Arras, . . all the places to which only a few months ago when I was 
living in Paris I used to drive with my friends for the week-end. All 
these were falling. 

I flew on to Cairo w’here we bathed in the pool of the green island, 
Gezira, in the Nile, or watched the cricket. The Turf Club swarmed 
with officers newly arrived from England, and d dozen open-air cinemas 
were showing every night in the hot, brightly-lit city. There were, all 
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. .... ... .i-.c g.dt eonrse and the Nile. Polo eoutumed 

■ e.KtraordinaiT frenzy in the roasUng afternoon heat. No 
>. -ii i>o?i: .-111-.-; till five-thirtvor.si.'r, and even then worktiickleij 
- the eonilr.rtahlc I'.ftioes honu- along in a tide of gossip and 
'i'nrl-is';) oo 3 ‘je ami pungent cigar t-Ues. Only the radio and the ticker, 
.nac.iine k-ept -nrinotoiion.sly insisting . . . kille . . . Brussels . . . 
Cherli.'iiirg. Madame Badia’s girls writiicd in the belly-dauce at her 
oahar'-'t imar the i’imt des Anglais, tirey staff cars ran hack and forth 
o.’ei' t’.-’c I.'.!isr cl Nil bridge. Tin- boatmen on the feluccas cursed and 
veljed and d-.'inted as (.hey liac-e always done. The first Australian 
division, sent to the Palestine deserts, was cursing and complaining 
too. Tiiey watitii! acii.on instead of route marches in the sand. Tliey^ 
were said to be S' I poorly equipped at this early stage that they were 
using slicks tied with red flags as anti-tank gnus and sticks tied with 
blue rags as Brens. A setgeant, so the story ran, was eourt-inartialled 
for cynically deniatnllng a new anti-tank gun of the rmartermaster, on 
the gromids that Ids old one was eaten by white agts. No, the war 
was not s,-;Ti-ins in %ypt at this stage. It was merelj- a noise on the 
radio. There were known to »te British troops in the Western Desert 
of oonrsc. but no one doing the round of the parlies and the polo in 
Cairo and Alexandria ever seemed to see them. It was known, too. 

wcTc aucl that they iiiitsecl an especial batted of 

Lady Awtor w-in bad recently itsicu in tlie Commons to ask why British 
troops were idling in luxury along the banks of the Mediterranean. 

The war eurespondeuts were grouped into a unit known as Public 
Relations, and they began to gatlter in Cairo with bright green-and-gold 
tarjs 051 them uniforms, to seek infor-nalion. Nothing will rmite convey 
the aslotiishinentanc; abhorrence with which the elderly colonel and 
the polo-plaving messes received the newspapermen . The officers in 
charge of Public Relations battled loyally to break down the general 
and firmly enireucued beliel that publicity and propaganda had noth- 
11^ wnatever to no with the army, were in fact anathema to the ai-inV. 

iiT‘n anything about niy men jo print is when 

the honours lists come oitt, a brigade-majoi told me sourly. Incredible 
conversations occurred over the Public Relations telephones : 

“Who are you?” 

“Public Relations.” 

“What in the name of God is that?” 

“It's the unit, sir, which— 

“Never heard of you, 

. sornetbiug.” 


Might be a bunch of fifth columnists or 
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And so on. Pure Punch. And like every other unit, we stjuabbled 
and laughed aud complained aud muddled along. But for that cold 
news from France it didn’t seem to mailer ver 3 ' much. Censors were 
established by the three services in offices so far apart that a correspon- 
dent had to travel a full fifteen miles in order to visit them all aud 
obtain their stamps ou his messages. We thought of organizing a 
censorship Derby in which each correspondent would mount a horse- 
drawn gharry outside Shepheard's Hotel, and set off to get a message 
stamped by all three censors. Since the censors were frequently at 
golf or in their chrbs or at parties, it was reckoned that four hours would 
have been fast time for the course which was to have ended at the 
cable office. 

It was while this nonsense was amusing us that the news liroke; 
France fallen; Italy at war; June lOlh, 1940. Slowly, painfully, reluc- 
tantly, the Middle East dragged itself out of hs apathy. For the first time 
it realized fear over Dunkirk and worse fear too, closer at hand, for Italy’s 
armies loomed menacingly all through xVfrica and the Mediterranean, , 
How long could Malta hold out? What was to stop Balbo advancing 
to the Nile ? What forces had we in the >Sudan and Kenya to withstand 
Aosta’s three hundred thousand in Eritrea and Abyssinia ? Aud above 
all, how w’ere we to raalutahi communications with England ? 

The answer came in the first week. The Italians attacked by land, 
sea and air. Communications with England were broken. Released 
from the menace of the French along the Marelli Hue in Tunis, Balbo 
hurried his Western Dibyan army in thousands of lorries across to the 
Egyptian border. One after another the lights in the cities round the 
Mediterranean went out, and in the darkness the fleet in Alexandria 
was bombed from the Dodecanese Islands. But surely, we thought, 
Weygand’s army in Syria would stand true. He had done the best he 
could in France. He couldn’t, he wouldn’t fail to send us all those 
tanks in Syria, those Glen-Martin bombers, those five or ten divisions 
of spahis and foreign legionaries, Moroccans and Senegalese, And 
Legentilhomme in Djibuti was with us. That would help hold Aosta. 
Through the rest of June aud later still we reasoned like that. The 
, awakening was not quite complete yet. It came in the Middle East not 
so much when it was realized that the French Empire had capitulated 
as when, doggedly, the Britisli people turned towards the Empire forces 
and said: “All right. We’re strong. We’ll fight alone.” 

Then, at last, it was discovered that we had virtually no forces in 
the Middle East. All the regiments in Cairo aud the Western Desert, 
all the ships at Alexandria, all the garrisons in Sudan and Kenya, all the 
raw Australians and New Zealanders training in Palestine and Egypt, 
alltheaircraftthat swept occasionally over the burnt-out land — all these 
amounted to not one-tenth of the forces that Mussolini alone was gather- 
ing for Ms great drive on the Suez. Canal. lu every department of 
modern warfare, especially in such, equipment as tanks and p'utts,' We 
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weTfc liitHully, hopelessly, weak. If you will fiucl greatness in General 
Wavel!. trace it hack to the summer months in 1940 when he was 
Lcaten on paper helore lie ever fired a shot. He shut his mouth, 
ronti(lin!> in practically no one. He put his trust in the surrounding 
deserts, he sent appeal after .appeal to Churchill for more forces at 
once, and he held on. It rectuired no great genius, that strategy of 
simply digging in one’s toes and waiting for the enemy to come on. 
What did reiptire hrilliaiice was the game of bluff on which the General 
uow ileliheralely embarked. 

It was not until some days after the opening of hostilities on the 
l**Syptiaii border that T got dow'ii to the front at Solium and saw what 
was happening. Driving out into the desert one early morning from 
Cairo, I made the first of many journeys to Alexandria, and then 
turned west along the coast through El Daba, Fuka and Maaten Bagnsh 
to Mersa Matruh. This road, some three hundred miles in length, had 
a ruIalLvely good macadam surface, especially on the Cairo-Alexandria 
section, and raiiniiig parallel to it beyond Alexandria was the single- 
track railway. Nothing in the desert justifies either road or railway. 
K1 Daba, B'uka and places farther on, like Buq Buej, are merely 
names on the map. No houses exist there. Bedouin, perhaps, coming 
on intermittent water-wells, may have given names to these places, 
but they have nothing to attract either man or beast except this 
one thing — a spotless white beach that runs steeply into a sea 
tinted the ryonderful shades of a butterfly’s wing. To Mersa Matruh 
went Anthony and Cleopatra to enjoy that glorious bathing. On that 
same beach I found some hundreds of sun-blistered Scots trying to 
get the desert dust out of their mouths by wallowing naked in the 
water. Behind them stood Mersa Matruh, aud the village at that 
time was intact. Driving in from the open desert, you suddenly breast 
a rise and your sun-strained eyes are immediately refreshed by the white 
tow'uship spreading out below and the cool greenish-blue of the bay 
beyond, 

Mersa Matruh had been for years a small watering-place to which 
the Egyptian pashas and a few of the foreign colony in Egypt used to 
send their families, Hillier’s Hotel, a collection of low, white walls 
under a flat roof, stood by the water’s edge ; there was the Governor’s 
cottage, the railway station, the church and the mosque, a few shops 
down the central village street, and not much else. Artesian water, 
as at many places along this coast, was drawn from wells, and at 
Matruh the water was good. Yet only a few weary date-palms and a 
patch or two of coarse grass and saltbush pushed up through the hot, 
grey ground. 

Yellow rocks, saltbush, grey earth and this perfect beach was the 
eternal' l»ck^oatid wherevet' you looked in the north of the Western 
D^s^rt, Except at Spots along the coast and far inland it never even 
a^kved tho^ picturesque rolling sandhills which Europeans seem 
aitirays' to aSsoiflate with deserts. It'had fresh colours in, the morninp', 
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and immense sunsets. One clear hot cloudless day followed another in 
endless progression. A breeze stirred sometimes in the early morning, 
and again at night when one lay on a camp bed in the open, gazing up 
into a vaster and more brilliant sky than one could ever have conceived 
in Europe. I found no subtle fascination there nor any mysterj’-, unless 
it was the Bedouin who appeared suddenly and unexpectedly out of the 
empty desert as soon as one stopped one's car. There w'as a sense of 
rest and relaxation in the tremendous silence, especially at night, and 
now, after nearly two years have gone by, the silence is still the best 
thing I remember of the desert. So then the silence, the cool nights, 
the clear hot das'S and the eternal flatness of everything was what you 
learned to expect of the Western Desert. 

But the morning I drove toward Mersa Matruh, looking for Force 
Headquarters, a kbamseen was blowing, and that of course changed 
everything. The khamseeii sandstorm, which blows more or less 
throughout the 3’ear, is in inj' experience the most hellish wind on earth. 
It picks up the surface dust as fine as baking powder and blows it 
thickly into the air across hundreds of square miles of desert. All the 
way through Daba’s tent-hospital base and past Fuka it gathered force 
along the road until at Bagush it blocked visibility down to half a dozen 
yards. In front of the car little crazy lines of yellow dust snaked across 
the road. The dust came up thtongh the engine, through the chinks of 
the car-body and round the corners of the closed windows. Soon every- 
thing in the car was powdered with grit and sand. It crept up your 
nose and down your throat, itching unbearably and making it difficult 
to breathe. It got in your ears, niatted your hair, and from behind 
sand-goggles jmur eyes kept weeping and smarting. An unreal yellow 
light suffused everything. Just for a moment the billows of blown sand 
would opeu, allowing you to see a little farther into the hot solid fog 
ahead, and then it would close in again. Bedouin, their heads muffled in 
dirty rags, lunged weirdly across the track. You sweated, returned 
again and again to your water-bottle for a swig of warm sandy water, 
and lay back gasping. I have known soldiers to wear their gas-masks 
in a khamseen, and others to give way to fits of vomiting. Sometimes a 
khamseen may blow for days, making you feel that you will never see 
light and air and feel coolness again. And this, my first, was a bad 
khamseen. I have been through many shorter and lesser ones since, 
and some even worse, but I hate them all and I hate the desert because 
of' them. 

Groping along from point to point, we found headquarters at last, 
an inexpressibly dreary place. Dugouts nosed up to the surface amid 
sandbags aud rocks. A few low tents flapped pathetically in the wind. 
Camels plodded about moodily through trucks and armoured vehicles 
that were dispersed over a couple of miles of desert, Down on the 
beach in the yellow gloom a group of naked men were trying to wash 
the dirt away with salt-water soap. One or two grounded aircraft, 
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their t i’shies swathed iti cauvas, loomed up out of the sandstorm from 
the airfield across the other side of the camp. Clearly the war was 
halte.l hy the weather. Inside the dugouts deepening sand covered 
I'vc-rythiiig. In the mess-tent we poured lukewarm beer from cans into 
griily glasses, ami wailed for a luncheon of tinned sausages that was 
IT' ing in a mixture of fat and sand. There was no ice. Only war could 
:>a\ .. brought men to this place at such a time, and now we were here 
ive could see less sense in war than ever. The storm eased slightly in 
the evening, but I slept that m'ght on the ground with my sleeping-bag 
zipped over my head. Another hot sand-swept morning broke — one of 
those dreary, lifeless mornings which bring no promise or freshness or 
feeling of having rested. 

Tlie road leading on from Mersa Matruh to Sidi Bartani was still 
good at this time. Camouflaged water-wagons bound for the forward 
units were moving along, averaging perhaps six or seven miles an hour. 
At intervals of twenty miles or so little groups of these supply-wagons 
turned off into the open desert to the south. Moving by compass across 
that waste, they would eventually meet brigade, battalion and company 
licadiinarters that would be resting briefly at some point that was noth- 
ing more than a number on the map. Units were seldom directed to 
places in the desert. They rvere sintply ordered to proceed on a com- 
pass bearing to a certain point, and there camp down. lixcept in action, 
there was wireless silence, and communications were kept up by a few 
light aircraft and motor-cyclists. 

More and more I began to see-that desert warfare resembled war 
at sea. Men moved by courpass. No position was static. There were 
few if any forts to be held. Each truck or lank was as individual as a 
destroyer, and each squadron of tanks or gnus made great sweeps 
across the desert as a battle-squadron at sea will vanish over the 
horizon- One did not occupy the desert any more than one occupied 
tlie sea. One simply took up a position for a day or a week, and pat- 
rolled about it with Bren-gun carriers and light armoured vehicles. 
Wien you made contact with the enemy you manoeuvred about him for 
a place to strike much as two fleets will steam into position for action. 
There were no trenches. There was no front line. We might patrol 
five hundred miles into Libya and call the country ours. The Italians 
might as easily have patrolled as . far into the Egyptian desert without 
being seen._ Actually these patrols in terms of territory conquered 
meant nothing. They were simply designed to obtain information from 
personal observatba and the capture of prisoners. And they had a 
certain value in keeping the enemy nervous. But always the essenlial- 
governing principle was that desert forces must be mobile : they were 
8’^kihg not the 'conquest of territory or positions but combat with the 
eoejpy. We hunted men, hot land, as a warship will hunt another 
vwJxshlp, aud date nothing for the sea on which the action is fought. 

, AnddsasiMp subraitstothe aeaby the nature of Its design and the 
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way it sails, so these new mechanized soldiers were stibniittiug to the 
desert. They found weaknesses in the ruthless hostility of the desert and 
ways to circumvent its worst moods. They used the desert. They never 
sought to control it. Always the desert set the pace, made the direc- 
tion and planned the design. The desert offered colours in browns, 
yellows and greys. The army accordingly took these colours for its 
camouflage. There were practically no roads. The army shod its 
vehicles with huge balloon tyres and did without roads. Nothing 
except an occasional bird moved quickly in the desert. The army for 
ordinary purposes accepted a pace of five or six miles an hour. The 
desert gave water reluctantly, and often then it was brackish. The 
army cut its men — generals and privates — down to a gallon of water 
a day when they were in forward positions. There was no food in the 
desert. The soldier learned to exist almost entirely on tinned foods, 
and contrary to popular belief remained healthy on it. Mirages 
came that confused the gunner, and the gunner developed precision- 
firing to a finer art and learned new methods of establishing observation- 
posts close to targets. The sandstorm blew, and the tanks, profiting 
by it, went into action under the cover of the storm. We made no new 
roads. We built no houses. We did not try to make the desert 
liveable, nor did we seek to subdue it. We found the life of the 
desert primitive and nomadic, and primitively aud noinadically the 
army lived and went to war, 

I make these points at length here because in my belief the Italians 
failed to accept these principles, and when the big fighting began in the 
winter it was their undoing. They wanted to be masters of the desert. 
They made their lives comfortable and sialic. They built roads and 
stone houses and the oflScers strode around in brilliant scented uniforms. 
They tried to subdue the desert. Aud in the end the desert heat them. 

Already on this midsummer morning when I drove down the road 
to Sidi Barrani, Marshal Balbo was piling up bis great luxurious army 
along the Egyptian fronUer aud preparing to roll pu across the Western 
Desert to the Nile. Only a tiny, experienced and toughened little 
British force stood against him. We came into Sidi Barrani, glaring 
white in the sun, and the storm was lifting at last. The civilians had 
long since been evacuated — only a few hundred of them — and the 
empty houses had been looted by the Bedouin. The first exploratory 
Italian air raiders had been over the village that morniug, and half a 
dozen dwellings aud a general store had been split open. The road 
was dotted with small, three-foot bomb-craters. There was no sign of 
the army although half a squadron of British fighter aircraft rested on 
a remote rise, immobile. 

Now we had something almost as bad as the sandstorm to facef 
The made road ceased in Sidi Barrani. , We plunged into kiiee-deep , 
fine sand that blew up throush the fl.oorboards of the car,' in billowing 
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Stifling waves. Every vehicle on the track set up an immense column 
of dust behind it, creating almost the impression of a destroyer at sea 
laying a smoke-screen. Drivers of passing vehicles manoeuvred to 
get to the windward of one another so that they would not be over- 
whelmed iu one another’s dust \tnth each man seeking his own track, 
a full half-mile width of desert was broken up into drifting sand, and 
sometimes a car plunging through this uneasy surface would crash 
upon a hidden rock with a force that knocked the breath out of the 
passengers. Petrol tins burst. Rations flung madly about in the 
interior of the trucks. I sat there holding the side of the car, hating 
the desert. 

At a salt-pan beside the sea, which for some reason bears the name 
Buq Buq, we came on one of the advance headquarters. It was clearer 
and cooler here, at last, and the soothing whisper of the waves came 
across the sand-dunes, Gitns, tanks and cars were dispersed about 
rather like an American middle-western caravan at a halt. In the centre 
of the dried-up lake stood the officers’ mess— a plain trestle-table with 
a camp stove burning beside it. We took tea there, and as we drank, 
a whistle suddenly shrilled from the edge of the camp and we ran for 
the slit trenches. These trenches were to become as famous as the 
Anderson shelters in London. They were simply narrow graves dug 
about four feet into the earth. Whenever it stopped for the night, the 
first job of the crew of every fighting vehicle was to dig one of these 
trenches. Apart from retaliation, it was the only protection the desert 
could give against air raids, and it was nearly a hundred per cent, 
effective. I myself have been in a trench when a bomb has burst three 
yards away, and come to no harm beyoued being partly buried in sand. 
And so on this day we huddled into the trench and crouched there 
while a three-engined Savoia bomber, fljdng low enough for us to see 
its pilot, swept leisurely over the horizon. We had at that time no 
effective gun for hitting him. It was just a matter of crouching there 
and seeing if our camouflage was good or not. He came down to two 
thousand feel and circled slowly round. The afternoon was now 
sparkling clear, and it seemed so certain that he must see and dive that 
it was a curious uulooked-for disappointment when he turned away 
and nothing happened. We went track to tea. 

Now at last we were close to the front and able to see Wavell’s 
game of bluff in action. It was vitally necessary, the general saw, to 
convince^ the enemy that we were much stronger than we actually 
w^e. This was not easy iu so open a place as the desert. Yet it was 
being done— -how successfully we only learned months later. The pain- 
fully thitt British forces were scattered for hundreds of miles across the 
desert facing the Libyan frontier. They had one all-important standing 
order: make one mau appear to bea dozen, make, one lank look like a 
; ^uadzoi^ taakpateidlook like an advance. And so this little Robin Hood 
force* being .unable to withstand, any sort of a determined advance by 
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the half-dozen Italian divisions across the border, did the unpredicted, 
unexpected thing — ^it attacked. It attacked not as a combined force 
but ia small units, swiftly,' irregularly and by night. It pounced on 
Italian outposts, blew up the captured ammunition, and rau away. It 
stayed an hour, a day, or a week in a position, and then disappeared. 
The enemy had no clear idea of when he was going to be altacbed next 
or where. Fort Maddalena fell, and Capnzzo. Sidi Aziz was invested. 
British vehicles were suddenly astride the road leading back from 
Bardia, shooting up convoys. Confused and anxious, the Italians 
rigged up searchlights and scoured the desert with them while British 
patrols lay grinning in the shadows. Soon, from prisoners we learned 
extraordinary stories were going the rounds behind the Italian lines. 
There were two . . . three . . . five British armoured divisions operating, 
they said. A large-scale British attack was imminent. Balbo drew in 
his horns, cut down his own patrols aud called for more reinforcements 
from Rome. The bluff was working. 

Back in Cairo, Wavell, consulting with Air Marshal Sir Arthur 
Longmore aud Admiral Cunningham, knew that it had to work. He 
had to have time. Fvery daj' brought the first convoys of reinforcements 
nearer Egypt, and without them he knew he would not withstand a 
large-scale Italian attack. Somehow that attack had to he delayed 
through the summer; Somehow the enemy had to be kept .timid, 
anxious and in doubt. But there were signs that Balbo would not 
be deluded for ever. Already after the first few weeks he was 
cautiously trying out his baud, cautiously testing the strength of the 
British. 

It was at one Such moment that I had arrived from "Buq Buq at 
Solium, geographically the most disUuctive spot in the Western Desert. 
The coast here sweeps round in a great curve to the Libyan frontier. 
Locked in the arc of this shallow bay lies the lower half of the , village 
of Solium, a customs post, sheltering among a group of some thirty 
white-topped stone huts beside the sea. A small jetty has been con- 
structed to accommodate coastal steamers bringing supplies to the 
unfortunate people who lived monotonously in this monotonous spot. 
But easily the most arresting thing, the thing that riveted your eyes 
from miles away, was the escarpment. This is an immense cliff rising 
six hundred feet sheer from the Egyptian plain. The cliff, buttressing 
on its heights the Libyan desert and reaching at its depths the Western 
Desert, cuts on to the Mediterranean roughly at fight angles on a 
north-south line. Soutli of Solium, however, it strikes south-east and 
runs away from the strict north-south line of the Egyptian Libyan 
border. Two routes lyind up the cliff-face from lower Solium : one| 
which climbs precariously over the very edge of the sea is a wide 
modern road. The other, Halfaya Pass — Hellfire Pass was the troops* 
word for it — ^is no more than a track. It starts from the coast a few 
miles east of Solium, and over broken Ptev rocks and rubble lifts: you 
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sleoph' oil to the Wbj-au desert. Once on the top there yon command 
a l-.road vision of the Egyptian coastline sweeping far away to the east. 
Upper Solium was then a collection of sunbaked white barracks, the 
home of an Egyptian frontier force, and a stony airfield. Fifteen or 
tweniy miles away on the coast to the north-west lies Bardia, the 
first Lifjvait township, and at this time an important Fascist head- 
quarters’. Dividing Solium and Bardia, and along the whole frontier, 
Mussolini had constructed a wire fence. This ran southward some 
hundred.s ot miles, and was built, it was said, to prevent the Eibyan 
natives escaping into Egypt from the Fascist regime. It consisted 
of a quadniple line of five-feet metal stakes bedded in concrete and 
closely woven with barbed wire. It must have been some twenty feel 
in width. The cost of the fence must have been enormous, its concep- 
tion absurd its uses nil. It revealed how strongly a man may be 
driven by the acquisitive instinct, how ridiculous a lust for property 
can be. The escaping Libyan threw out his cloak over the barbed 
wire, aud crawled through. The British tank setting otit on patrol into 
Libya simply no.sed the fence aside. Yet that absurd fence, like many 
another absurd Italian device in the desert, seemed to give the Fascist 
soldier a sense of security, aud he patrolled it with the persistence 
of a goldfish edging along the confines of his glass jar. 

It was black night when I joined one of our forward companies on 
the heights above Solluin. Since they were within range, the soldiers 
lived in caves among the rocks and slept by day. At night they crawled 
out and, mounting trucks and Bien-giin carriers, bowled confidently 
across the face of the desert up to the Italian lines. Reaching the point 
where their oar engines might be heard, thes-^ disembarked and crept 
forward afoot until they came on an Italian outpost. Then with the 
bayonet they set about taking prisoners of those who submitted quickly, 
and killing those who did not. It was heady, exciting work. From far 
across the desert as I stood talking to an outgoing patrol the Italian 
searchlight would turn full upon us. I was tempted to duck and hide 
though we were much too distant to be seen. 

Fort Capuzzo, some five miles down to the south-west, had just 
been taken though not occupied by us for the very good reason that 
we had not the troops or the vehicles to spare to man it. But wreck- 
ing-patties were going into the fort each night to deal with mnmunilioil 
stores and vehicles the Italians left behind. Capuzzo was little else 
but four white stone walls with crenellated battlements enclosing a 
central courtyard. Around the edges of the courtyard were the men’s 
quarters. It was a typical desert post of the type that was valuable 
for keeping 'Arabtribesraenatbay. In modern warfare its walls crumpled 
under even the lightest shell; 

■ - .■/f'wasarranged thatiwe should retnrn the following night and go 

ill wWtt li pdtKJl to see .this Fort Capuzzo, To cross there in the daylight 
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meant bringing down certain fire from the Italians, Of course, the 
company commander agreed unemotionally, it was always possible that 
an enemy patrol might be entering the fortress in the darkness about 
the same time as we would be. Additionally, the approaches to the 
fort were mined. These land mines, like the fence, were another 
illustration of the Italian passion for defence. The whole distance from 
Solium to Benghazi he strewed them across the desert. Tater we 
were to get sufficiently used to them to be able to treat tliem w'ith con- 
tempt. Yet they were good mines. They' were about foiir feet long 
and divided into three compartments. The two end compartniunls 
each contained four pounds of exploaves, the central one the detonator. 
A green lid snapped down over the top of the whole mine. Originally 
the mines were designed to explode at the pressure of an ordinary 
wheeled vehicle, but the detonator wires rusted a.nd they were often 
sensitive even to the footfall of a man. These mines were laid in 
lines across the roads and around all fortified positions. Usually they’ 
were buried just deep enough to allow a thin layer of sand to rest ou 
top of them, but the depressions could be clearly seen as a rule. A mine 
going off on the driver’s side of a vehicle would have sufficient force to 
break the legs of the driver or eveu destroy him and the vehicle 
altogether. Tank tracks could be broken by a mine. So special sapper 
squads were formed to deal with them, and always wheu an advance 
was on you would see the sappers going ou ahead. The chief danger 
was that one would stumble on these mines in tlie darkness, and that, 
I remember, was the uppermost thought in my mind as w’e drove up to 
Solium the following night to make our expedition into Capuzzo, 

As we crept round the bay in the darkness the w'hole black 
silhouetted edge of the escarpmeut above sitddeiily erupted with high 
explosive. It came so unexpectedly that it was impossible to say’ what 
it was — mines, shells or bombs. But then a second and a third line of 
explosions lit the cliff-top and thundered in billowing, acrid smoke 
across Solium toward the sea. We slopped the car and watched. It 
beghn to look like shelling . . . yes, certainly Italian shelling. As w’e 
watched, a truck came flying dow’n the cliff road and raced past irs, then 
another and another. A staff car loomed up from the same direction 
and, humping to a standstill, deposited the brigade-major ou to the 
sand beside us. 

“Where the hell do you think you're going?” 

“Capuzzo, sir. We arranged — ’’ 

The major was tired and harassed. “All right,” he snapped, “Just 
let me know how you get on. I'm getting out myself. Fifty enemy 
tanks have just gone into the fort, and ' I’d like to kliow what else is 
coming. They’re laying down a barrage how along the escarpiiient.” 
He need not have told us. Auolher burst of shells whined' overhead qnd 
broke the darkness with yellow flashes. So Capuzzo was retaken, then; 
Balbo was showing' his hand. I bad wanted badly to see Capuzzd,, for 
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il was important war news in those days, but there was nothing for it 
blit to turn back toward our rear positions. 

We cut south ftoin the road at Butt Buq and, travelling over a broken 
track all the next day, we climbed the escarpment deep in the desert. 
On the Libyan plateau there we found units of our armoured forces. 
It was the first time I had seen these men who were eight months later 
to make their great march to the Libyan Gulf and overwhelm the last of 
the broken Italian armies at the battle of Beda Fomui. Already they had 
been months in the desert, l^heit faces had blistered red in the sun 
and after so long an isolation from civilization they were ei^er to meet 
any stranger. We were taken to the brigadier and with delight we heard 
from him that he intended to try to recapture Capuzzo with his tanks 
that same night. We went forward to a slight rise some four miles out 
of Capuzzo, and wailed there in the blazing afternoon sun for the attack 
to begin. Before ns the tower and the white walls of the fort rose above 
the lip of the horizon. On the left flank a half-sqnadron of our medium 
tanks had broken through the frontier fence and lay silently waiting for 
the arrival of a heavily armed enemy squadron which, our intelligence 
had learned, was making its way from Sidi Aziz toward Capuzzo. On 
the right flank the main body of British tanks which were to carry the 
main assault at dusk was creeping in open formation toward the fort. 
At our feet stood a battery of twentyj-five-pounder guns. We had been 
told that was the battle plan. Now in the hot tense silence of the late 
afternoon we waited for the drama to unroll. As the sun, growing 
redder aad larger, dipped on Libya, it began to unfold stage by stage. 
First came the British aircraft to sweep the sky of enemy raiders. They 
plunged on an Italian flight of three Savoias that was bombing rear head- 
quarters behind us, and put them to flight. Then, a line of black geese 
iu the red sky, the British fighters wheeled over the expectant battle- 
field, fouud the sky clear and turned away. The battery before us 
opened up, not shrilly or loudly for the heavy air seemed to deaden 
the sound. There was just the steady rhythmical coughing of each gnu 
firing lii' turn. They were sighting on an Italian battery to the left of 
the fort, and as each hit registered a great pillar of black saiid and 
smoke flowered upward and spread in the form of a mushrdom, making 
a, great stain on the clear blue background of the sea beyond. The 
Italians did not reply. The British tanks, no more thaii .silhouettes 
now in the waning light, waited motionless. A desert fox tan across 
the battlefield. Someone laughed. I went over to our car and got 
out a pot of raspberry jam and some biscuits and handed them around. 
The attack would come any moment now. 1 dredged up another 
spoonful of jam and felt absurdly that I was again sitting in the Hay- 
market Theatre ,iu : I^ndon at a Saturday matinee, and I wanted to 
laugh, My shiri had gone ditty black with soaking perspirtaion. 
Then the tanks attacked. They had half a mile, to go, and each tank, 
.ahdbting.aa itweuL attacked one the Italian, guns spaced around 
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Captizzo’s vralls. The enemy gtins waited perhaps two minutes. 
Then they spouted out a desdening salvo that enveloped the 
whole fortiu smoke. Smoke rose everywhere. A full expanding cloud 
of blown dxist split by gun-flashes rolled out across the desert toward 
us, and one after another the British tanks dived into it and disappeared. 
In a moment the battle lost all shape. There was only noise and light 
growing louder and brighter under the pall of smoke. We waited, 
straining our eyes until it was full night, and then, while the firing 
began gradually to die away, we turned back to brigade headquarters 
to find out what had happened. 

Nothing good had happened. The Italians had driven our 
tanks off. The British colonel in command was wounded. One or two 
of our tanks were wrecked, others for the moment missing. As we ate 
bully stew in the mess, ambulances lumbered back over the rocky 
track. 

This, the first action I had seen in the desert, was a defeat. With 
one minor exception late in the Benghazi campaign, it was the only 
British reverse at the hands of the Italians that I was going to see for 
more than a year. 


2 


Graziani has taken command an attack must be expected . — 

STATEMENT ISSUED BY G.H.Q., CAIRO, AUGUST 6TH, 1940. 

TN the full midsummer of 1940, Mussolini saw his great chance. Italy 
had earned only contempt for her entrance bto the battle of France 
when the battle of France was done. Now, with England preoccupied 
with home defence, her Mediterranean and African possessions seemed 
an easy prey. Conquest in Africa would elevate and enrich Mussolini 
at home, increase His standing with Hitler, and justify Italy to herself 
and the world. With the French armies in Tunis and Syria removed, 
there was no saying how many British mandates and possessions and 
spheres of influence might not fall. There were Malta, the Sudan, 
Palestine, Cyprus, British Somaliland, Aden, Iraq, Kenya and, richest 
of all, the Nile valley. Nowhere was there anything like a strong British 
garrison. Even at sea the Mediterranean fleet was outgunned and 
outnumbered. In the air the odds were ridiculously to the Fascists’ 
advantage. There were not at this stage more than , half a dozen 
Hurricanes in Africa, So orders went out from Rome to the Italian 
commanders in Eibya and Abyssinia to attack. In Tobruk easy-going 
Balbo had met his death in an air crash that may or may not h^ve been 
accidental; "Butcher” Graziani took command. In Addis Ababa the 
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Duke of Aosta had a score of good generals and ample stores for a 
colonial campaign. 


»Soou the Italians had retaken all the frontier points in I^ibj’a, like 
Capiizxo and Fort Maddalena. Kassala, the border town between the 
Sudan and Eritrea was capUtred easily by Italian forces advancing 
northward. Gallabat, on the Abyssinian border farther south, was the 
next, together with Kurnnik. Around to the westward the British 
were driven out of Ganihela, a trading post, and southward on the 
Kenya boundary, Foi l Harrington was swiftly overwhelmed , Fascist 
cojuiun.s began inarching deep iuto Keuj’a. Therewas worse to come. 
Pro-British General lyegentilhonune, the F'rench commander iu Djihuli, 
was ousted from his command by Vichy and forced to flee iuto British 
lemtory, leaving behind a group of French leaders who were willing, 
even eager, to parley with Aosta. That meant a Red Sea port for the 
Italians as well as Massawa, and, better still, a guarded fJauk for their 
next move. In August Aosta threw two partly mechanized divisions 
into British Somaliland. They were split into three columns, oue 
striking directly at Zeila on the coast; the other two farther east advanc- 
ing througli the mountains on Eerbera, the capital. Two British battal- 
ions largely of native troops fought a rearguard action. But it was 
.soon over. A British colony— a poor one, but still a British possession 
— wa.s at last iu Axis hands. It was the Empire’s first territorial loss 
with the exception of the Channel Islands. The propaganda effect 
was considerable. In England, now enduring the full w'eight of the 
first heavy daylight attacks, people began to despair of the Middle 
East. In Italy Mussolini rode on a sudden wave of entlmsiasni and 
popularity. Italians everywhere after generations of inferiority 
complex began to tell themselves : “We are a revived nation. We 
can fight.” They had felt that a little over the Ethiopian, vSpanish and 
Albanian campaigns. .But now they were opxiosed to British, and to 
beat the British wa.s a high excitement. Mussolini, uq fool, wottld not 
deny this rising wave of high morale. Even his lukewarm supporters 
were eager for more victories. Even Germany was smiling politely 
and with ju-st a shade more respect. In Rome, then, in that romantic 
grandilojiueut room in the Palazzo Venezia that had seen so many 
Fascist chances taken and won, the Dnce hatched his grand plan for 
me conquest of the Middle East and the enlargement of his African 
Empire to more than three times its size. 


With France out of the way, the Italian grand strategy had clearly 
foM^main themes:, a full-scale holding raid southward of Kenya; 
Mothp nmtbward through Kassala down the Atbara River to the Nile 
to, Kh^ouTO and cut the British retreat from Egypt; an invas- 
W Egypt direqt wth motorized columns advancing along the coast 

later sWs on Greece 
to^^ _Alban^ ia order to draw off British foicea to Athens and thus 
irekkeo, le^tance against. Graziatu , in , the .Western, Desert. The 
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importance ol the two southerly raids was also to keep the British 
dispersed and weak iu Egj'ptj which was to be subjected to the full shock 
of the Libyan army. In conception the plan was excellent ; iu execution 
deplorable. Mussolini did not even have especially bad luck. He 
simply once again overstrained and overestimated the Italian people. 
His thoughts reached upward heroically. The people remained tied 
to the ground, artistic, erratic, shiftless, individualist and irresponsible. 

But all went well at first. The most southerly column plunged 
farther and farther into Kenya, where General Cnnuingham’s South, 
West and East African forces were still unprepared for battle. In 
Eritrea forces were gathering rapidly to sweep on to the Sudan, In 
Libya, Graziaui gave the order to advance. Down the escarpment 
came the B'ascist armies, a host several divisions strong, as brave and 
confident as a crusade on the march. Wavell’s bluff had been called. 
The Italians had come out at last to do battle, and there was nothing 
for it but to beat a retreat with the tiny British forces in as dignified a 
way as possible. 

Only two very minor but significant incidents relieved the 
depressing effect of this new withdrawal. At Solium British gun- 
ners noted that enemy vehicles cmuing down the winding escarpment 
road into Egypt caught the sun on their wiad.sliielJs at one e.xposed 
corner. A few seconds later each vehicle exposed itself again very 
briefly on another bend lower down. Our gunners had merely to note 
each reflected flash from the mndshields and then aim at the lower 
corner. In this way numbers of enemy transports were knocked out 
and the Italian advance was delayed. 

At Solium also, British Engineers had mined a niimhei of build- 
ings and dumps before they retired to a point farther up the coast, 
taking their detonating wires with them. They were about to start 
exploding Solium at this safe distance when an Italian artillery obser- 
vation plane appeared over the village, and the enemy gunners directed 
by the pilot began to lay down a barrage. The situation was piquant. 
Both sides were allied in destroying tiie same object. With a nice 
sense of humour the British commander ordered bis men to wail until 
they heard an Italian gnu fire, then, before the shell lauded he gave 
instructions for one of his mines to be exploded. Inevitably the mine 
went off ill a part of the village where tlie Italian air-observer had not 
directed his fire. One knew that the enemy observer, utterly mystified, 
w'as signalling hack to his guns .demanding they should correct their 
fire and asking the reason for the double explosion. Undoubtedly, too, 
he was getting equally confused replies from his gunners. The farce 
went on until the British mines were exhausted. The Italian plane 
flew off and Solium was released at last from the fury of the two armies, 
I say these two episodes were significant, for they revealed that the 
British under fire from a heavy enemy advance showed no panic' ,aud, 
indeed,, even at this , early slave held' the Italian in some contempt. 
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Then, ton, our casualties in the withdrawal were scarcely a score of men 
atifl vehicles, and not the two thousand which Graziani with grandiose 
stupidity claimed in his first commuuiqiid. 

■fiut no one in Cairo that September knew how far and how fast 
f'riaziani was going to go. Wavell had determined to avoid serious 
engagement until the Italians reached Mersa Matruli, about one-third of 
the wav to the Delta. We had been digging traps and entrenchments 
in the sand for moutlis at Mersa Matrnli, but would they hold ? Down 
the escarpment came more and more water-trucks, guns, donkey teams, 
tanks, armoured cars. There were thousands of vehicles against our 
hundreds, divisions of men against our brigades, squadrous of Savoias 
and Capronis against our handful of Blenheims and Gladiators. Graziani, 
who could liatdly be called a hot-head, pulled up short at Sidi Barrani 
after the first sixty miles to consolidate and wait for the Greek stage of 
the Italian plan to mature. Slowly, methodically and with immense 
labour he began to tortify and build up his lines of communications. 
By the late autumn he had at Sidi Barrani a sure base from which to 
embark on the second leg of his advance to the Suez Canal, and some 
hundred thousand men all well equipped were ready to set out in the 
cool of the winter. His new road, the Via della Vittoria, linking Solium 
with Sidi Barrani, needed only light screenings and tarring for comple- 
tion. He had abundant supplies of all kinds. He had control in the 
air — in iiuinhers anyway. The British victory at Taranto, though 
serious, had not knocked out the Italian Navy. The battle of Cape 
Malapan was still to come. 

Mussolini's Greek invasion came in November with nice timing. 
No one could have foreseen the disaster ahead. It was in Greece that 
both Mussolini and General Wavell had their major setbacks. Both 
started in Africa, both failed to wait until they had consolidated their 
African victories, both went to Greece hastily, too lightly armed and 
taking too little account of the differences between colonial war in 
Africa and world war in Europe. The only major difference between 
the adventures of the twm men was that Mussolini himself elected to 
go to Greece. Wavell was forced to it. 

' No one could have guessed how deeply Mussolini had been misled 
by his intelligence services on two vital points. It seems he really, 
believed the Greeks would not fight. That was his first error. He 
failed to learn the lessons of the Republicans in Spain, the Finns in 
Finland. Not was Mnssolini alone in failing to see that war was still 
nwde with men first and machines second, and that a people once fired 
with a passionate hatred and an emotional patriotism are the most 
dangerotis enemy in the world though they lack every essential piece 
of . equipment. His second mistake was in believing Wavell was 
^ronger than he' actually was. He did not know that Wavell, apart 

a few aitetaft, simply did, not have more than a brigade or two at 
■ :,.fihe nwst to spate fot '', (^eece at that . time. He did not know thnt the 
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Greeks had said to Wavell : “Give us a strong force of five or six 
equipped divisions or no men at all, otherwise, if you send a small 
force, it will merely provoke the Germans against ns without our 
being able to withstand them.” So what British troops there were in 
Egypt stayed there to meet Graziani. Part of Mussolini’s plan had 
miscarried. No British expeditionary force was sent to Greece at that 
moment for the embarrassing reason that there was none large enough 
to send. We were a small but united comtnand. 

It is conceivable that Mussolini might have done better if he had 
reversed the later stages of his plan: i.c.y to have attacked Greece 
first and then sent Graziani into Egypt. Then possibly Wavell might 
have been induced to send troops to Greece and left himself exposed 
in Egypt. That, anyway, was what happened later. 

I personally had seen none of the reverses which led up to 
the triumphant Italian position at the beginning of the winter of 19’to. 
I had left the Western Desert before Graziani advanced to Sidi 
Barrani and had gone down to the Sudan with the first party of 
war correspondents. In mid-July we had boarded the bi-weekly train 
in Cairo and in stifling heat travelled overnight to Shellal where two 
river-boats festered in the mud much in the same way as they did when 
Kitchener passed by on his way to conquer the Sudan from the Khalifa 
forty years before. One of the boats, I believe, was actually built 
by Kitchener. They were squalid double-decked affairs designed 
like houseboats, square shaped, with rows of cabins lining each deck. 
Rows of flat barges piled with grain or cotton or peanuts and swarm- 
ing with natives were lashed to either side of the parent boat, and 
bathed it with the perpetual odour of cooking fat and human oflfal. A 
giant water-wheel thrashed out the stale Nile water from the square 
stern, and there was an open space forward set out like a louuge 
where we sat and sweated and stuck to the wicker chairs and imagined 
we were gathering a breeze from the snail-like .motion of the boat. 
Eor two days and nights we sat there climbing the river between 
Shellal and Wadi HaEa where the first cataract starts on the Sudan 
border. A month later I did the same journey in twenty minutes in 
the fockpit of a Blenheim bomber. 

Nothing is quite so slow as the deadly excruciating slowness 
of the Nile boats. It was before the annual flood, and I gazed 
across the mud flats at the strip of green ou either bank — 
palms, wheat, reeds, grass huts — Aat always seemed the same 
and never revealed any motion in the boat. Farther up, nearer 
the White Nile sources, a plautet told me, one sees the same 
tree slicking out of the rivet for three days. One day is spent 
steaming up to the tree, another in winding around it, a third in 
watching it dis^pear on a horizon of dun-coloured lifeless reeds and 
sleepy water. To do this in cool winter, to do it in peace-time on 
holiday in the company of women when the moon at night is brighter 
than an English winter sun — all this would be fine; To, do it in , 
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niiilsminiier, iu war, wlieu there arc no women and the drinks ate warm 
and the flies inmimerahle, and one is in a hurry and sufieriug from the 
mild dysentery e%'eryone gets iu Africa, is my idea of slow torture. 
Yet this journey I see now was an oasis in the rush with which we 
lived, and we really did enjoy parts of it. Edward Geiiocfc of Paramount 
NTews Slowed his film in the overworked icehox to stop it melting, 
tionald Matthews of the Daily Herald summoned what bottles of 
coni .-Mlsop's heer he could. Richard Dimbleby of the B.B.C. found a 
chaise-longue and a grass fan. I stripped to the waist and read through 
Th>' River War, that classic hook uii the Omdurmau campaign, written 
hv Kiichener’s young secoiul-Iientenani in the Twenty-first Bancers, 
Winston Clinrchill. Chnrchill, already beginning his career as a war 
corre.spoiulent, records Avilh powerful accuracy just what the Upper 
Nile was like when he went up it at the end of last century to take 
part in the Bancers' great charge at Omdurmaiu The description holds 
still, will always hold. With feeling I read: “This great tract which 
may conveniently be called The Military Sudan stretches with ap- 
parent indefinileness over the face ol the coutineul. Bevel plains of 
smooth .sand — a little rosier than buff, a little paler than salmon are 
interrupted only by occasional peaks of rock — black, stark and .shape- 
less. Rainless storms dance tirelessly over llie hot crisp surface of 
the ground. The fine sand, driven by the wind, gathers into deep 
<liift8 and silts among tin: dark rocks of the hills, exactly ns snow 
hangs about an Alpine summit; only It is fiery snow such as might fall 
iu hell. The earth burns with the ciuenchless thirst of ages and in the 
steel-blue sky scarcely a cloud obstructs the unrelenting triumph of 
the sun." Then again; 'Tt is scarcely within the power of words to 
descrihe the savage desolation of the regions into which the line and 
its constructors now itluuged. A smooth ocean of bright coloured 
smul spread fat and wide to tlistant horizons. The tropical sun beat 
with senseless perseverance upon the level surface until it could 
scarcely be touched with a naked hand, the filmy air glittered and 
ahiiiimered as over a furnace. Here and there huge masses of crumb- 
ling rock rose from the plain, like islands of cinders in a sea of fire.” 

Despite the heat, one had to agree with Churchill that the Ijrans- 
fonnaliou of the colours of the river and the desert at sunset had a 
beauty that was quite unearthly. Churchill, then still iu his lwentie,s, 
abandoned for a momeut his Gibbonesqne phrasiug to describe it like 
this: “There is one hour when alHs changed. Just before the sun 
sets towards the western cliffs a delicious flush brightens and-enlivens 
the landscape. ■ It is as though some titanic artist in an hour of iuspi- 
i^lion wefe tetouching the picture, painting in dark purple shadows 
among the rocks, strengthening the lights on the sands, gilding and 
ijciutifybg ^everything, and making ttife whole scene live. The river, , 
.W^osd'wiadmgs ntade it took lifc^a lake, turns from muddy brown to 
:rilvet gray. The' sky from a, dull blue ^epens into violet iu the west. 

' , jiSH/^ryth'irtg ttndef , that mt^C' touch becomes vivid and ■ali've,' 
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then the sun sints altogether behind the rocks, the colours fade out of 
the sky, the flush off the sands, and gradually everything darkens and 
grows grey — like a man’s cheek when he is bleeding to death. We are 
left sad and sorrowful in the dark, until the stars light up and remind 
us that there is alwaj'S something beyond.” 

Much of Churchill’s time was spent around Wadi Haifa aud that 
is wliere now one goes ashore, passes through the Sudan customs and 
takes the train— Kitchener’s train — on through Atbara to Khartoum, 
There, Dimbleby was taken at once to hospital with diphtheria. The 
rest of us, Matthews, Genock and myself, were summoned to Lieut.- 
General Platt, the man who under the native title of the Kaid was 
responsible for guarding this territory almost the size of Europe from 
the Italians. 

He told us bluntly at once his position was precarious. Some two 
thousand men — a little more than one man to a mile of frontier — was 
the entire army with which the Imperial Government had provided him. 
He had the use of four obsolete Vincent aircraft, and down near the Red 
Sea a couple of squadrons of obsolescent Wellesleys had been loaned 
by the R.A.F. to keep the British sea-lane free of Italian raiders. That 
was all. The Sudan Defence Force, though well trained, had no tanks, 
no artillery, and its thin native ranks were a joke compared with the 
legions Aosta was preparing to bring against us. Even in the last few 
w'eeks an ominous warning had come in the fall of Kassala, and with 
Kassala one branch of our railway to Port Sudan had been cut. The 
affair was all the more serious as we ourselves, using the offensive 
patrol tactics of the Western Desert, had been planning to attack the 
Italian positions behind Kassala at the time. A cypher clerk had failed 
to send on the final action orders to the British forces at the vital 
moment. In the confusion that followed, when the British were regroup- 
ing, the Italians themselves had taken the initiative, .swooping on 
Kassala on the very day when the Gash River, since time iminemorial, 
came down in flood. Since the river runs between the town and the 
railway station, and there was no bridge, this meant that the little 
British garrison in the town, was all but cut off. Geueral Wavell had 
been up to Khartoum, the Kaid said, aud there was some prospect of 
reinforcements and better staff wor£ But at the njoment things were 
in a very anxious state indeed. 

Nor were we more than a few days in Khartoum when we found 
how sorely unprepared for war both psychologically and materially was 
the place. Most of the white men had been in the colony for years, 
building by sheer hard work in a difficult climate an administration and 
an economy that was a model of Government anywhere. Unlike the 
administrations of Egypt, the Sudan officials bad made their homes there 
andestablishedfamiliesaudidentified themselves with the country. They 
had won the confidence of the natives. They had, moreover, a great 
deal of sympathy for the Italian settlers and administrators across thfe 
border who in the few years they had been in Abj^ssinia were mating 
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a tkaiiic effort to prmlnce another niorlel colony as well. Friend- 
shirs had naturally :^rown up between Italians and British. Military' 
outposts exchan^'eil pitts of whisky aud chianti across the border. 
Italian officers visited British messes aud the British went back across 
the border where the hospitality was returned. Sir George Syines, the 
British Governor-General, had become intimate with the Duke of Aosta 
who liaii stayed at the palace in Khartoum, making friends everywhere 
with his charm, his command ot English, his “Euglishness.” Every- 
one liked Aosta, and friendships spread among the white staffs of the 
two races. The Italians from the first had said frankly that war with 
Briliaii was unthinkable, and the British had agreed enthusiastically. 
But now suddenly, on that black day in June, Mussolini declared war, 
and the former friends found themselves enemies. An Italian colonel 
had to cancel a social visit to a British unit on the Abyssinian border. 


Now all that these administrators had painfully built up through 
the years was to be torn down and thrown away in warfare. The 
bridges they had built, the roads they had forced through monntains 
aud across deserts, the railways and fine new houses and waterworks 
they had forged in this barren waste, were suddenly to be destroyed. 
The friends with whom they had played polo and drunk were to be cut 
down. It was, in all truth, unthinkable. Here, remote from the play 
of politics in Europe, it was hard to reverse one’s ideas overnight. 
Here, where every white man, Italian or British, was an ally in the 
labour of gathering the natives into civilization, it was a flat denial of 
all sense to stir the tribes. So British Sudan and Italian East Africa 
went to war reluctantly and slowly and with immense misgiving. It 
was a gentleman’s war. There was some undefined but quite real 
understanding that there would be no bombing of civilians or helpless 
native settlements. When Balbo, one of the same gentlemanly cult 
as Aosta, died, his death was announced in the Sredan Herald with 
black borders around the printed column. I found an unexpressed, 
undercuwent feeling that the two colonies, Italian and British, were 
not really concerned in the war, and since their battles could not 
affect the general sitaation there was no poin t in carrying the fighting 
to extremes. Germany was the real enemy. I was to see through 
the months ahead how this lax but very understandable feeling was 
to harden into animosity and how in deadly engagements like Keren 

the end out campaign in East 
Africa was conducted on lines that never approached the fury aud 
mtlerness m Europe, or left scars comparable with even a single week’s 
fighting in the battle of France or Russia. 

1940, when the rains were beginning to 
was apathy in Khartoum. The lilns 
Khartoum’s famous.^oo, 
thf anaiT.iaid, the animals. might tnn‘ amok 'through 
.^ streets. The white civilians, many of them middle^^ged toen, had 
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contrived to collect a few Lewis gnus and, banding themselves into a 
home guard, they trained with astonishing vigour on the flat stony 
ground across the Nile at Omdurniao. But it was an exuberant half- 
measure, and there was nothing in Khartoum to withstand any sort of 
an attack either by land or air. Haile Selassie had arrived from Eng- 
land by air a day before ns and was installed in a shodds' pink villa 
surrounded by a garden of lifeless shrubs along the Blue Nile. 
Thither we were conducted one morning, and in the first bright heat of 
the day the Emperor emerged on to bis balcony and gravely shook us 
by the hand. He himself had still that impassive dignity that carried 
him through defeat and humiliation in Geneva. His eyes were quick 
and watchful, and his bearing still imperious. But his surroundings 
were shabby, his hopes remote and his whole cause a tiny dagger in a 
world of heavy bombers and battleships. The ceremony that morning 
verged on the ridiculous. It was only Selassie’s extraordinary restless 
spirit and his overwhelming seriousness that made the occasion seem 
at all real, Ethiopian chieftains w'ho had lately crossed the Italian 
lines to Sudan were brought before him. They were barefoot, clad in 
unclean shapeless robes, their fuzzy hair, stiS with grease and lice, 
was piled on their heads, their bodies were wound about with huge 
cartridge belts filled with bullets from the wars of another century . . . 
birllets for which they had no guns, anywas’. Thej’ prostrated them- 
selves before Selassie, who sat in the bright sun under an enormous 
topee, evincing no interest whatever. Genock, surrounded by native 
boys, toiled round the Emperor, filming hard. He crouched, sighted, 
squatted, took angle-shots and close-ups, while the rest of us stood 
about saying nothing; and faintly in one’s head one heard the Italian 
jeers. Truly that morning the chances 'of the King of Kings did not 
look auspicious. Nor could one find much hope in the contemplation 
of the youtliful Duke of Harrar, the Emperor’s son, who had changed 
from the pyjamas in which we had first met him into a suit of khaki 
drill, that hung shapelessly on his slight angular, body. Presently we 
went inside the house with the Emperor, and drank warm beer laced 
with lemonade. , Selassie unbent toward Genock, an old friend, but 
they talked mostly about a camera the Emperor wanted to sell, and bis 
monosyllabic replies coming through to us by way of an Amharic 
interpreter advanced neither our information about the present nor our 
hopes for the future. Through his chief aide^ a cultured and attractive 
little Ethiopian, Selassie issued a proclamation that day saying he bad 
returned to free his country from the Italians. Plans were on foot for 
getting this proclamation into the dissident tribes in Abyssinia, plus a 
lew guns and golden thalers. But privately the Emperor had been 
surprised and deeply disappointed at the lack of arms in the Sudatt 
and the failure of the British to offer him anything concrete. In Lbndon 
he had understood that he would be furnished with bombers, guns, 
trucks, tanks, ammunition, and he did not hesitate to express his ' di^ 
appointment to the Kaid in Khartoum. Yes, that was a grey day in the 
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Afriociii war, and the aflairs of the Kniperor looked stale, flat and 
painfuily ntiprontable. 

IMatthews and I went off the next day on the long train iourney 
to the front outside Kassala. It was a convivial train. The railway 
otiicer ill charge had a suite with a bath, and there we would go in the 
eveniiu;' to bathe and drink warm whisky until the train stopped at a 
convenient halt, wlieii we would walk back along the track to our 
carriage. Food one either brought oneself and gave to one’s native 
'•lOy to cook, or accepted what the railways had to provide. It was 
customary for the passenger to bring his own drinks, which were kept 
bv the hoy in some remote ice-chest on the train and produced before 
luncheon and dinner. The train brought life to the primitive grass-hut- 
settlemenls in the interior. Natives swarmed up to the track to post 
and receive letters, gossip, and gather their merchandise. Passengers 
as green as we were would jump down and wander through the poor 
village bazaars and buy daggers made from bits of steel looted from 
the raiirvay track. Extraordinary things were for sale at every halt- 
bundles of aromatic twigs used for the cleaning of teeth, camel sticks 
for guiding camels, sweetmeats violent in colour and taste. But these 
black Fuzzy Wi’uzzies, Hadendoas and Nubas were magnificent in 
physique, and after the riverine tribes of the lower Nile they appeared 
as a race revived and refreshed. Their teeth were perfect and they 
smiled constantly. No hawker_ pressed his wares or molested the 
stranger. Their tight glossy skins shone with a luminous blackness, 
and the naked children played vrith a gaiety and vigour seldom seen 
south of the Egj’ptian border. They were as statuesque and natural 
as animals as they stood stork-like upon oue leg, holding the other 
foot against the knee— a comfortable stance once you can manage it. 
The grass conical-shaped tnkals in which the villagers lived were as 
natural and attractive as a field of wheat, and a relief to anyone used to 
the broken-down mnd-hut villages of the Nile Delta. There was clean- 
liness and breath here. The Mohammedan, stricter than any town 
dweller, religiously spread his mat on the earth, washed himself from a 
stone water-jar as it is ..prescribed in the Koran, and prayed with a 
sincerity that made him oblivious to all that went on around him. Many 
of the adults worked ou the railway — ^worked on tirelessly, regardless 
of growing age birt dropping the labour as soon as they tired of it with 
childish irrelevance. They would go off to the villages for a month or 
two and then return to work again, I heard from the railway officer of 
one old man who was told he was too old to work. He protested he 
■was only thirty-five— a, point which he could not have proven, answvay, 
since the natives take ' no numerical account of the years. He was 
eventually given a job and worked stoutly at carrying sleepers and 
rails. Then one day the overseer heard him, chatting to his mates 
, about the battle pf Omdurman. It appeared that be had fought 
Kitchener there:, 

. .Then, top, after moiiths of dry beat in the Egyptian desert, we 
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were seeiug raiu again — warm scented rain that deluged on tlie black 
cotton soil in the evenings, turning the ground into a muck and bring- 
ing a sense of relief after the long hot daj'. And trees appeared again 
as we advanced on Sennar Dam — thorn scrub, perhaps twentj’ feel 
high, the country of elephant and lion and baboons and antelope. Like 
schoolboys we rode across the roaring buttress of the dam in the cab 
of the locomotive and watched the snow-white ibises rising in lazy 
clouds against just such a sunset as awed Churchill here over a genera- 
tion ago. This was the Blue Nile that flows from Lake Tana in the 
heart of Abyssinia. Here at Sennar the annual flood is locked and 
released with such exactitude during the following dry season that 
engineers can assess almost to the inch how much water is flooding 
through the irrigation drains of the fellaheen in Lower Egypt, over a 
thousand miles away. The flood was early yet, but already the water 
thrashed through the sluices with a roar that drowned conversation. 
Later, the Blue Nile would rise to such strength that at the confluence 
at Khartoum the slower flooding White Nile would he forced to flow 
backwards. Theu later again the White Nile that flows out of the 
rotting swamps in Central Africa would gain its own impetus and 
restore the current at Khartoum to its normal direction. Together, 
then, the White and Blue Niles would sweep on to the Mediterranean, 
bringing life to twenty million people. Idly it had been suggested 
that the Italians might withhold the supply from Lake Tana or even 
poison the water. The hugeness of Sennar alone denied that nonsense, 
and later in Khartoum I met a British officer who had explored the 
reaches of the Blue Nile for the express purpose of proving that 
theory false. 

Near Gedaref we approached the front. Sometimes in this final 
stretch Matthews and I would go ahead of the train in a rattling petrol- 
driven trolley. This used to proceed to the next station after every 
halt to report washaways on the line — a frequent happening that 
sometimes held up the traffic for days. From the trolley we watched 
the autelope bounding across the line or stopped and followed the bell- 
like calls of the baboons through the trees. 

Gedaref is a malarial spot where oue sleeps beneath netting, and it 
is wise to wear long trousers and poke the turn-ups under your socks. 
Here on a cool windy hilltop the British had established divisional 
headquarters in a wide verandahed villa. 

Away southward, four days’ march by she-camel, lay one front at 
Gallabat. Northward at Kasm el Girba outside Kassala was the farthest 
point you could reach before the enemy. The Sudanese Defence Force 
was astride the Atbara River there, ready to blow up the bridge if the 
Italians came on. Gedaref itself was a bigger duster of grass huts 
than usual. It was lightly held hy native troops dressed in their 6nd 
piece knee-length, khaki robes, khaki turbans and stout dpenwork 
leather sandals. The British officers ate bacon and evo-s and. mar* 
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iiialade, read the Bysiandtr and the Taller and hoped for mail from 
home. They were hospitable, fiiendls*, experienced men, feeling a 
little lorgcitteu but apparently ready to carry on in this wilderness so 
long as it pleased some remote command thousands of miles away. It 
is never in London that you get a sense ol Empire. It is here on the 
edges where they really do dress occasionallj' for dinner and cling 
patl'.etically to haiiits that were made in Eton and Piccadilly. It’s 
absurd, of coiir.se. And quite unusuallj' stoical and brave. 

I was taken to see a group of about three hnudred natives whose 
chief preocctipation up to the war had been horse-stealing and vations 
forms of highway robbery. Thej’ were great uiarksiiien, which was 
notable since before the war they had been forbidden to carry arms 
under threat of heavy punishment. They had come in readily to enlist, 
but when they were offered rifles they had shaken their heads emphati- 
cally, sas'ing they had never seen such curious instruments before. 
Overacting heavily, each man had insisted on being shown how to load 
and fire. Then they were offered targets at three hundred yards. Each 
man plugged his entire clip of bullets clean through the bull’s eye. 
Now they were going off under a British oflScer behind the Italian lines 
to shoot up convoys. 

Eik the first and only time in the Middle East I rode up to the front 
on a railway. Nearing Kasni el Gitba we saw small bomb-craters pitting 
one or two ol the sidings. The hue had not been hit, but Fascist ah- 
ciaft were up, once we had to stop and wait while a bomber cruised 
over. It was feared that at any moment a land raid might come across 
from the Eritrean border and cut the line. iTor was there auy real 
reason why Fascist aircraft might not have actually landed on the flat 
desert beside the railway in a thousand remote places. They might 
have tom up and dynamited miles of track. As it was, even their 
bombers never ventured low, Regularly at night the people in Atbara 
in central Sudan nsed to hear Italian communication planes riding high 
overhead. These were making the long twelve-hundred-mile flight 
between Eritrea and Libya. The aircraft used to come down at Kufra 
oasis in southern Libju to refuel and then continue on over the Sudan 
to Asmara. The Sudan was defenceless to do anything about it. 
Little too could have been done to save the vital bridge over the 
Atbara— the bridge that carried all traffic from Egypt and the Red Sea 
to Rhartouni had a determined attack been made upon it. 

,, unmolested, we bowled down the line to the Atbara at 

Girha, At that friendly mess we found the war languished. If 
the^Italians f^led to come on soon, the rains would start and it would 
be too late. It did not seem that they would come on. Only a few 
aighte , pre^vto^ly a British demolition squad, sent out to tear i up a 
s^ton of the railway track outside Ea^aia, had come on a squad of 
sappers engaged on exactly the same job a little, higher up the, 
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liue. The Fascists, moreover, were digging machine-gun posts and 
breastworks for the defence of Kassala, and seemed to be in such a state 
of nerves that the noise of a British patrol at night was enough to make 
them cover the desert with heavy machine-gun fire. As for us, we 
were powerless to attack. Containing Kassala at that moment rvere 
exactly three companies. The Italians had perhaps a division or even 
more. 

Life at Kasm el Girba moved calmly except for the bombing. 
Down in the river two officers were wading in the mud. Every few 
minutes they cast a circular native net into the fast-moving shallows. 
Then drawing the weighted ends of the net together, they hauled fat 
muddy fish on to the bank. The day before, a seventeen-foot crocodile 
had been shot, and gazelle meat was available. Far across the plain we 
could sec Kassala clearly — a township partlj' European, mostly native, 
clustered under a great black hump of rock that rose startlingly out of 
the plain like a huge potted jelly that had been turned lately from the 
mould. That rvas Jebel Kassala, and a smaller jebel lay behind it — the 
most notable landmarks for hundreds of miles. 

We dined that night in the open, fighting the insects and listening 
to the B. B. C. intoning from a set perched in a thorn-bush. It was a 
quiet war. We went back to Khartoum. 
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A successful attack was made against Massawa . . . one of our 
aircraft failed to return . — ^R. A. P. Communique lissuEU in Cairo, 
JUUY 14th, 1940. 

'FHREE days later I was seeing all the fighting I cared for. 

Matthews and I had put in for a flight on a bombing raid and to our 
surprise it was granted. Such requests had always been turned down in 
France and England. 

We flew down from Khartoum to R. A. F, headquarters, north of 
Kassala at Erkowit — au intolerable journey of four and a half hours in 
a rattling Valencia. Erkowit, about three thousand feet up in the Red 
Sea Hills, had a rest-house to which the overheated white people of the 
Sudan used to go to relax and cool off a little. It recalls Mexico or 
the Texan desert. Cactus with long upward-reaching fingers grows 
out of the grey rocks. Lizards scuttle in the shEffiows. Donkeys cart 
yon around the barren hilltops. There was nothing to see, nothing to 
do, but the Governor-General of the Sudan, and members of his .staff 
had built themselves houses round about, and it was enough just to fa^ ■ 
cool. Now the rest-house was crowded lyith wives and chiJ^Teh uhabi'e', 
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t.» make the usual summer-leave trip to Eugland. Each night the 
k. A. F. officers used to come to the rest-house from their two steani- 
iug landing-fields on the rdain below. There would be music and 
dancing and mild flirtation and drinking. From every direction on the 
dark cool terrace in the evening would come the voices of the guests 
shouting “Walad,’’ which was tlie signal for a soft-footed native waiter to 
come up atul take orders for the bar. Every day the British bombers 
would whirl up from the desert and fly off to Eritrea and Abyssinia. 
Old and few as the niacliiiies were, they were having it pretty much 
their own way against the Italian air force. And now to-day a squadron 
of Blenheims had come down from the Western Desert to lay on a few 
days of really intensive bombardment in order to distract the Fascists 
from an important convoy of ships which was due to sail up the Red Sea 
to Suez. Tired after the flight from Khartoum, Matthews and I went 
to bed in teuls pitched beside the house. We had to be up at five-thirty 
the next morning since we were promised a flight in one of the raids 
which were to bomb Kassala throughout the following day. 

There can, I think, be no exact analj’sis of fear or any complete 
assessment of courage. This raid as I know now was of little impor- 
tance and less dai»ger. But it was my first, and I went to bed that 
night with a little constriction in niy throat, a faster, uncomfortable 
beating inside my chest. This was danger, I thought, asked for 
and accepted and one might be dead to-morrow. Or wounded or crash- 
ed somewhere beyond that jebel without water. One of the pilots had 
shown me a little card they all carried written in Amharic and English, 
It said something about the bearer being a British officer and asking 
that he be given food and water and taken to the nearest settlement. 
“Since the bastards can’t read,” the pilot had said lightly, “l guess some 
of the tribesmen will slice you up in the usual way and start asking 
questions afterwards.” He hadn’t seemed worried about it. And, 
strangely, neither did I. I was just afraid of being hit at all while in the 
air, 1 started examining this, searching round and round in my head 
for a way of dealing with mj'self, and I felt angry with myself and 
ashamed. This was the bard moment. In the morning it was not 
nearly so difficult. 

An R. A. F. truck fetched us in the yellow early light, and down 
at the nearest landing field we bundled into the unaccustomed heaviness 
of flying kit and parachutes. Already the maebiues, some ten of them, 
had been “bombed-up” and now their engines were turning over in a 
sentry of desert dust. The wing commander was very precise. He 
bad photographs of Kassala showing clearly the two jebels where the 
air ettrrents were sometimes difficult j the straggling native, village a 
aia^ of gxass hnts; the river Gash, now in yellow flood ; the rectangular 
compound cd the railway yards which was out tatget. Inside the com- 
..pouad were Hotlines of concrete tukals built in the shape of the 
, other, (mnical huts. •• .These had been erected by the railway company 
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to shelter native railway workers. Now it was believed that they 
housed Italian troops and native levies and our object was to bomb 
them out. Machine and possibl5' A. A. guns were noted at either end 
of the compound. We were to dive-bomb down to about three or four 
hundred feet. The aircraft would go out in flights of three. 

I sweated in the hot fl3’ing kit as I walked over the far .side of the 
field smoking a last cigarette wiQi the flj’ing officer who was leading 
our flight. I will give this man a fictitious name, Watson. He was 
perhaps twenty-two or twenty-three. He was six foot, unusually slim 
aud boyish with dark hair and a serious shy face, and he had been very 
gaj" last night at the rest-house. Someone had said to him, “I hear you 
are going to do something pretty intrepid to-morrow." “Yes,” he had 
said, “pretti' intrepid.” Thej’had got the word out of some newspaper 
report aud it was a joke among them to use it. I do not think that they 
ever felt brave. They fell tired or exhilarated or worried or hungry 
and occasionally afraid. But never brave. Certainb' never intrepid. 
Most of them were completely uuanalytical. They were restless and 
nervous when they were grounded for a da5’. They volunteered for 
every flight and of necessity some each daj' had to be left behind. 
They lived sharp vifvid lives. Their response to almost everything — 
women, flying, drinking, working — was immediate, positive and direct. 
They ate and slept well. There was little subtlety and still less artistry 
about what they did and said and thought. They had no time for leisure, 
no opportunity for introspection. They made friends easily. And 
never again after the speed and excitement of this war would they lead 
the lives they were once designed to lead. They were no material for 
peace. 

So then Watson aud Matthews, the other pilots and I climbed into 
three separate Blenheims and squeezed down among the instruments. 
We carried no observer, so there was a spare seat for both Matthews 
and me with a good view. Matthews was in the left-hand machine, 
Watson in the centre, and myself in the right being piloted by a laconic 
young Canadian who handed me a stick of chewing-gum— a welco;me 
thing at that moment. I wanted now only to get into the air. , But 
one of the other machines heaved and stopped in its take-off. A tyre 
was punctured, and endlessly, it seemed, we waited for the wheel to 
be changed. Then quite suddenly we were off — "Watson first, us next, 
then the third machine ; and soon all three were coasting evenly over 
the dried-up land in an immaculate "Vee. There was a flight of an hour 
and a half to the target — ninety minutes of pondering what it would be 
like, I hated that ride. It was slightly bumpy, aud the other macbinesi 
so close that one felt their wings would touch, kept rising and sinldng 
out of .sight. T watched the other rear gunners , spinning theii: 
glassed-in turrets in search of enemy rdrcraft. I traced the path of ;tfae 
Gash River and the thin ribbon of railway that led us to Ewsalm i I 
tried to work out the: tneaninvs of the dials before me. ' Bet it was no 
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good. There was nothing to do, nothing to arrest the mind and lift it 
np and away from its dread and senseless apprehension. 

In despair I fingered my wrist-w’atch again and again, believing 
it must have stopped. Then, unexpected!}*, my Canadian bumped me 
on the arm and pointed ahead. There was Kassala breaking through 
the ground mist. There the jebels, there the town, there the railway 
yards. And in a few seconds we were going down to bomb. It wasn’t 
necessary to wait any more. With huge overwhelming relief I leaned 
over for a fuller view. As I moved, the three aircraft dipped in a long- 
easy dive and, inexplicably, I was suddenly lifted with a wave of 
heady excitement, more sensuous than release from pain, faster than 
the sating of appetite, much fuller than intoxication. I felt keyed to 
this thing as a skier balancing for his jump or a surfer taking the 
first full rush of a breaker. There was no drawing back nor any 
desire for anything but to rush ou, the faster the better. Now the roar 
of the power-dive drowned even these sensations, and with the exhilara- 
tion of one long-high-pitched schoolboy’s yell we held the concrete 
huts in the bomb sights and let them have the first salvo. I saw nothing, 
heard no sound of explosion, as the machine wifh a great sickening 
lurch came out of the dive and all the earth — jebels, township, clouds 
and desert— spun round and sideways through the glass of the cockpit. 
Then, craning backward, I glimpsed for a second the bomb smoke 
billowing up from the centre of the compound. It all looked so mar- 
vellously easy then — not a human being in sight on the brown earth 
below; all those ten thousand men huddled in fear of us in the ground. 
A burst of tracer shells skidded past the slanting windows of the 
cockpit. So they were firing from the ground then, and it meant nothing. 
Nothing now could interrupt the attack. Already Watson was shaping 
for his second run and closer in this time. We followed him into the 
dive, skidding first left then right at over three hundred m. p. h. to 
throw off the aim of the gunners below. Then the straightening at last 
for the final swoop dead on to the target. This time I heard the 
machine-gun spouting from the leading edge of our machine, felt the 
lift as the load of bombs was released and heard again the rear gunner 
blasting from his turret as the aircraft nosed upward into the sky 
again. Watson was away ahead on a long sweep round the jebels and 
into Eritrea trying to pick up transport on the roads leading back to 
Asmara and we followed him hotly. But everything, back along the 
yellow grey country was quiet. Over the border even the villagers 
were pressed to the ground in terror of the raid. We turned at length, 
all three of .us, for the last attack, flying back over a forest to the west 
(A the town. ^ .Coming now at this new angle we found new points to 
^lUb, and faintly .Watson’s salvo sounded through' our motors as we 
,'caate .down for the last time. EoOking across as he dived, I, saw where 
, his starljoard wing whs ripped in two places and ,the fuselage was peel- 
, ilig back .ubder . the. force of. the wind. Then asrain the earth was turn- 
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iiig and pitching as we came out of it and I felt sick. Sick, and 
nursing a roaring headache. Like that I was borue up and out of it 
into the pure air beyond the ground-fire, beyond harm’s way. I 
experienced pleasure then, calmer but deeper than my earlier excite- 
ment. To have had that dread, tobavelos't it in excitement at the 
crisis, and now to have come sailing back safely into this clean open 
sky — that was much and more than one could ever have foreseen. 
In a lazy pleasurable daze I sat back through the journey home. I 
could have laughed at au3'thing then. It was all verj’ intrepid. As 
we came down toward the home field three more aircraft setting out 
for Kassala passed us in the air. Three more were wanning up on the 
ground. We made an easj' landing, ify Canadian slid back the 
transparent roof. I stepped out along the wing, caught mj' foot in a 
piece of splintered fuselage and fell flat on tuy face on the ground. 

While we slept and wrote and enjoyed life at the rest-house 
Watson went up again that day on reconnaissance far down the Red 
Sea. At Massawa he came on a dangerous thing: a concentration of 
Italian warships. His neat square photographs showed at least two 
destroyers and a cruiser and two or three submarines tied up around 
the mole. And still our convoy was not safely through the Red Sea, 
It was decided to organize an attack on the harbour at once, drawing 
the Wellesley squadron at Port Sudan into the action as well. Watson, 
having had the honour of discovering the enemy, pleaded to go ottt on 
the opening dawn raid the following day. By now his brimming 
eagerness, bis modesty and his laughter had made him specially interest- 
ing to us. Among so many it was always valuable in writing dis- 
patches to attach your descriptions to some personality. The story 
gained point and clarity that way. And since the correspondent was 
not permitted by the censorship to mention a man’s name, it did not 
matter that there were a hundred others like him. One man stood for 
all. So now I fixed on Watson. He was a strange lad in that part of 
his character that had never yet had a chance to develop. Girls scared 
him. It was naturally a joke among bis friends. When his squadron 
leader married one of two sisters at Alexandria, Watson was induced 
to act as best man and in an agony of embarrassment attended the 
bride’s sister at the wedding. There you are, the others told him after- 
ward, there is a fine girl for you. Watson retaliated to his squadron’s 
astonishment by announcing quietly a little later that he was engaged 
to marry the girl. Now here he was in the Sudan waiting for leave to, 
go back and get married and filling his days with high adventure. 

Genock had joined us and saw at once he might use this attack to 
get a film that had never been taken before— ractfon shots of a divfr 
bomber taken from the bomber itself. There was no, room for him in 
the first rdds so he attached his camera to one of the rear gunners’ 
tuirets, focused and sighted it and arranged a button which the gttnner 
had only to push when he went into action. Off went the first ,flights 
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iu the niotniiiii. They came agaiast opposition so stiff that the gunner 
was too busy and too preoccupied to press Genock’s button. Genock 
himself got a seat and went out, hut he too found the pace too hot, the 
action too fleeting and erratic to allow him to focus. Reconnaissance 
photograph.? taken after the first day’s blitz showed some hits, but still 
the Italian warships were there. And now' the three squadrons — the 
tw’o in the Red Sea Hills and the other at Port Sudan-felt baulked and 
stirred up in their deteruiiuation to have the Italian ships. Watson 
after two long flight.? in the one day. including well over an hour over 
the target, had bloodsiiot eyes and his w'ing counnauJer would have 
laid him off had he not again pleaded so strongly to go on. 

Matthews and I flew do-wn to Port Sudan to watch the other 
squadron operating. The town festered in a humid shade temperature 
of 110 degrees and sometimes more. In the cockpits of thd aircraft 
patrolling down the Red Sea the temperature rose sometimes to 130 
ilegrees. Many in the tow'n w'ere suffering from prickly heat, the rash 
which botches your face and arms and hack with red scabs. The 
water in the pool at the front of the Red Sea Hotel W'as so warm that 
it was a slight relief in the evening to emerge from it into the less 
warm air. In the hotel it was wise to fill your bath in the evening so 
that by the morning the standing water would have dropped a degree 
or two below the temperature of the flat hot fluid that steamed out of 
the tap. One wondered how the crews of submarines in the Red Sea 
got along. 


We watched the Wellesleys take off, great ungainly machines 
with a single engine and a vast wing spread, but with a record of 
security that was astonishing. For weeks now they had been pushing 
their solitary engines across some of the most dangerous flying country 
iu the world— country where for hours you could not make a landing 
and where the natives were unfriendly to the point of murder— and 
they had been coming back. Often their great wings were slashed and 
torn with flying shrapnel. Sometimes thes' just managed to struggle 
back with controls shot away and the undercarriage would collapse 
bringing. the machine lurching down on the sand on one wing like some 
great stricken hird. But always they seemed to get back somehow 
Nowagmn on this second day of the attack on Massawa the control' 
room at Port Sudan got signals that some of our aircraft had been 
sorely hit. We knew how many aircraft had gone out. It was a strain 
wnutmg them as they came in, knowing always from hour to hour that 
mere were sffll due three or two or perhaps just one machine and the 
of thd losti^men ever getting back were, diminishing from 
alternoon we first heard, then saw, the 
eves' , the sea. They cast their recognition flares; then two of 

progre,sS; of the leading machine 
' It jras: (>bviras that since this was the one most' badly 
M It .had .been sent on ahead to make its landing as quickly aud-as best 
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it conld. It circled twice, thea settled ior the landing. Crack went 
one wheel; down in the sand went the engine; over on one wing went 
the whole machine. The ambulance, fire-brigade wagons, doctors and 
grotiud staff raced across the aerodrome. Ont of the machine almost 
unharmed came the crew. 

There were many incidents like that in the daj’s that followed. 
The old Wellesleys were cracking up and we had no newer aircraft to 
replace them. They were too slow. Always the Italian fighters would 
wait over Massawa until one macliine more badly hit than the others 
w'oirld lag behind. Then the enenis' fighters would come and give it 
hell. That happened to a young squadron leader who after months of 
staff work on the ground had asked to take part in this all-important 
raid. He was given the job of rear gunner and his guns were blown 
away. The pilot was hit. The airman manning the two makeshift guns 
that sprouted out of the belly of the machine was mortally wounded. 
The squadron leader fixed a tourniquet, tightened it with his revolver, 
and got the dying man to hold it in place. Then he manned the two 
side guns until the pilot, lacHng blood, was failing. Then the squadron 
leader took over the controls. That machine, too, came back though 
they lifted out of it a dead man stili holding the revolver that tighten- 
ed his tourniquet. 

I had to go back to Khartoum. Into the Grand Hotel there came 
Watson at last with a bandage round his arm and a spell of leave. He 
had got his sub marines. The British convoy had got through to Suez. 

There was a wedding in Alexandria a little later. Watson went 
off with his bride for a week. The week after he was on his way back 
to the Sudan. He was last seen going down on to that spot in 
Massawa harbour where the warships he had attacked lay wrecked and 
awash. 
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I intC7id to act oHcnsively. — ADmR.i£, coNNiKGRAir. 

A LI/ THROUGH this early period Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham 
had been becoming more active in the Mediterranean. I had 
lunched with the Admiral some months before in Malta, and had come 
away from the meeting so inspired that I suggested to my paper that 
I should be allowed to. join the Mediterranean Fleet as a Naval Cot- 
respoudeut. This was.iu January 1940 when as correspondent in Rohie 
I had been finding things slack and had induced the Naval . Attach^ 
there, fiir Philip Bowyer-Smythe, to submit a proposal to the Admiralty 
that I should make a tour of the Mediterfaueau on British warships to 
observe how the .blochude was being, enforced. Both the Admitalty 
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ana my paper agreed, and at the end of Januarj’ 1940 I had flown 
down from Rome to Malta by the Italian Ala Littoria Line. Ala 
Littoria aircraft were obliged to stick to set schedules and to cross to 
Malta from Sicih' only a few feet above the sea. They were also 
required to avoid' the Grand Harbour and fly between the island of 
Go 7.3 and Malta before making a brief landing on the more .southerly 
of the islamr.s airpoi ts. Nevertheless there was no doubt that already 
in that January the Italians ware keeping a close check on Malta 
through their pilots, and the Italian Consul in Valetta was using this 
couvenient Fascist airline to send Rome all the information he, could 
about our defences. 

In Malta the Navy had greeted me with an efficiency and under- 
standing for which I was pathetically grateful after so many hostile 
months ill Italy. To get properly served bacon and eggs and tea and 
toast again before a coal fire and hear the English language all round 
me was a vision of home. After going round the island’s defences (an 
Admiral’s barge my transport) I was put aboard the destroyer flag- 
ship Galatea. For ten days we steamed off Italy and round the mouth 
of the Adriatic picking up freighters, searching them and directing 
some into Malta. It was all done with a dispatch and judgment and 
a ta.ste for adventure that promised well for the great mouths ahead. 
Though Italy, of course, was not yet at war we travelled blacked out, 
and action stations were called with precision at sunset. But it was 
a gay voyage for me with a crew w'hich had the reputation of being one 
of the most friendly and amusing of any in the Navy. I spent hours 
on the quarter-deck talking with Vice-Admiral Tovey about Italian 
opera and politics and books. He then had no inkling that he was to 
be appointed to the command of the Home Fleet, and was feeling 
slightly baffled at being left in the Mediterranean while most of his 
destroyers had been taken away from him for service in more danger- 
ous waters to the north. I spent long hours on the bridge, where the 
captain, on sighting other vessels, had constantly to take snap deci- 
sions which all affected the tortuous diplomatic game Whitehall was 
then playing in Italy and the Balkans. We picked up all manner of 
craft— Jngoslav freighters sneaking down the Dalmatian coast, Greek 
contraband runners.lurking in the month of the Corinth Canal waiting 
for us to pass so they could make a dash for the open sea, Italian 
merchantmen bound for the east, Turks coming west. Once we 
stopped an evacuating Balkan royalty. Always we hoped to grab 
sonie Nazi agent and his papers aboard a neutral .ship. 

Always we were ^isy, and twiw I had .to abandon a speech I was 
makiug to the ship’s company on the quarter-deck, when the cry ,came 
, down from the, masthead, “Ship ahoy!” 

,, For some reason Iremember clearly this incident of Mulvaney, the 
, captain’s, personal ' servant; In a. vulgarly brilliant sunset ' we had 
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siglited a small sailing vessel beading down the Adriatic. Her master 
responded neither to flags or Morse, and, since he might have been 
carrying even a few tons of valuable contraband, Galatea decided to 
run alongside and ciuestion the stranger, through a megaphone. Itlie 
Admiral’s A.D.C., the officer with the most powerful voice aboard, was 
summoned to the bridge. The great grey cruiser and the tiny freigh- 
ter, her sails dripping gold from the over-gaudy sunset, drew together. 
The freighter flew no flag, and her master, now genuinely disturbed, 
leaned over the bridge-rail not two hundred j'ards. from us. “Who are 
you? Where are you going?" yelled the A.D.C. in English. The 
master shook his head, unable to understand. "Qui Hes~vous9 Ok 
alles-vous?" Again no response, and Galatea^ not holding the slow 
pace, slid past. As we turned to come up on the other vessel’s 
port side, Galatea's captaiu said briefly, “Try him in Italian.’’ The 
A.D.C. answered limply he had no Italian, and I was, instructed to 
help by giving the A.D.C. the Italkn for the questions he was to shout. 
It worked w'ell enough. We got the answer back he was an Italian 
freighter bound from Leghorn to Genoa with a cargo of wheat. It 
seemed genuine enough, and he was too small frir to cause us further 
delay, so the captain decided he couid proceed. “What is the Italian 
for “All right’?’’ he asked me. “Just say ‘Va bene’.” I told the A.D.C. 
He, not hearing correctly, shouted into wind at the top of his lungs, 
"Mulvaney.” Out of the captain’s sea cabin shot Mulvaney the steward, 
rigid at the salute. Over on the soiling ship the Italian master was 
shouting quite happily, “Va belie," and pursuing his course. We all 
looked steadily at Mulvaney for a moment. “All right, Mulvaney," 
said the captain dryly. "l just want a cup of tea.” 

All this was luxury to me. I had sailed these same waters only a 
year or Uvo before in dirty downtrodden tramps during the Spanish 
War. I had been trying to discover whose were the mystery submarines 
which were sinking our vessels off the north coast of Africa (they were 
Italian all right). At Algiers I had joined the German tramp Achaea^ 
and had had many a talk with her fat captain on the long trip up 
through the Straits of Messina to Piraeus and the Dardanelles. Even 
then in 193S he would end every conversation with, “It is impossible 
to continue. The English will not understand. It will be war. You 
might thiuk nothing of my little ship, but she will be minelaying or 
patrolling or doing something in the service of the Etihrer.” Well, 
Achaea wasn’t doing much. I had seen her only a month before I had 
joined Ga/o/m, when I had made an overland tripup to, Venice and 
Trieste, at the head of the Adriatic. Tied up and mouldering without 
,a crevy or a cargo iu Trieste docks, I had found Aehaea and, half a 
dozen other German vessels. They were bottled up there by just such 
patrols as this the. was making. 

I returned to Malta enthusiastic about the British blockade. Admi- 
ral Cunningham, ■ then in . command at Malta, had me to lunch at 
Admiralty House. Sitting on the retract therd with his familyj I fottttd 
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it easy to talk, as it always is with men of unusnal laleut._ He was 
entSTossed in Balkan politics and the possibilities of Mussolini’s devious 
politics. Bike Tovey. lie, too, seemed to me restless for action. 

When I met him again seven months later at Alexandria that 
iluick. slight, electric figure was in the thick of it. That was in August 
1940. The Italian war had been going two months. I had left the Sudan 
to return to Egypt, and when I got to Cairo I was told to ioin the fleet 
in Alexandria. This was something new. Through the last war and 
the first mouths of this the Navy had set its face against publicity. But 
now it was seen at the Admiralty that propaganda had to be used to 
counter the German broadcasts, and since the Navy was going to be 
written about anyway it had better be reported at first baud. I was 
posted to the flagship Warspite and went at once to see Admiral 
Cunningham. Action and responsibility had made small but very 
definite changes in him. He was obviously enjoying life. He sat at 
his desk in his sea cabin under Warspite’s towering bridge-works 
dressed in white shirt, shorts and socks. He had colour in the flat 
cheeks criss-crossed with tiny red veins. His cornflower bltte eyes 
were brisk and alight. He talked no politics. He hinted briefly that 
we were going to undertake an unusually important sweep through the 
Mediterranean, told me that I would get every assistance, and asked 
me to say there and then what I wanted. I wanted nothing but a handy 
place to watch what was going to happen, and they sent me up to the 
searchlight platform just astern of the Admiral’s bridge. There, 
occasionally during the days ahead, Cunningham would come across 
for a few words and to drop information. 

We steamed out of Alexandria in the early morning past the five 
sullen captive French warships at anchor there. Coming out of the 
overheated mess deck at daylight I saw how big this venture was. The 
whole Alexandrine fleet was out. It was 6 a.m., and at that moment the 
sky was flaming pink, the sea jet black, and the whole great steel 
arrow-head was pointed down the shaft of the rising sun. toward Italy. 
Astern of WarspUc steamed Eagle, the old converted aircraft-carrier, 
aud closely following her Malaya, huge, castle-like and lifting rhythmi- 
cally up aud below the line of Eagle's wide flight-deck. Staitioard aud 
port of us steamed lines of cruisers, some of the great names of this war, 
Gloueesier Liverpool , Oriott aud Sydney and Ajax. Beyond 

them in a great protective Vee that stretched to the horizon were the 
destroyers. Forward and astern of the whole fleet flew Eagle’s recou- 
uaissance aircraft, looking for submarines and enemy warships and 
mrctaft. 

‘ » 

.IVarsptfe was like, a central telephone exchange. There were 
nev^ less than two lines of flags goihg up or coming down the sig- 
nalling masthead.,, never less than two or three lamps flashing out 
.'■Mdrfe; neyer.lessi .t^n half a dozen other ships signalling us with 
lamp; and flag. Orders poured out of Cunningham’s office; information 
poured iR, Tt. was, a. htilliant thing to . see the order m out for the 



MEJJlTliRRANKAN I'RONI 


49 


whole fleet to change direction, bringing each ship into a different 
position. Far ont on the horizon the destroyers would weave in and 
out between one another; cruisers would cut suddenis' across our 
bows or drop behind ; Eagle Malaya, following doggedly astern, 
would start upon new directions. For a few minutes ships seemed to 
be steaming helter-skelter anywhere over the ocean as disorganized 
as a river picnic. Then it would come ont straight again — the wide 
Vee, the battleships coasting along steadily in the centre. And alwaj’S 
each ship kept swinging starboard and port in lier course ever so 
often, to throw lurking enemy submarines off their Hue of fire. 

Three days of this and nothing much happened. The Italians 
were well aware something was doing. Shadowing planes — usually 
old Cant flying-boats that hugged the surface of the sea — kept following 
in our wake. As often as Eagle sent out' fighting aircraft to destroy 
them another shadower would turn up again. There was a story told 
of how the Admiral summoned one of our giant Sunderland flying- 
boats to deal with one of these liny shadowers. The Sunderland 
swept up and over the fleet on her mission. Presently she reported, 
“Sighted Cant flyingbdat.” Then later, “Destroyed Cant.” The 
Admiral signalled back, “You big bully.” 

Toward the third evening one of our scouting planes returned 
with the news that the Italian fleet, with two battleships and seven 
cruisers screened by destroyers, was steaming straight toward ns at 
fifteen knots. It seemed that a decish'e action was certain, and that 
unless we or they changed course we should meet in the darkness 
about 1 a.ra. Here, then, was a major decision for Cunningham to take. 
He was outnumbered and probably outgnnned; he was within a short 
distance of Italian bases from which new enemy vessels, submarines 
and aircraft might be called up within an hour or two. More important 
than either consideration was the fact that night actions are risky, 
nncerlaiu affairs, where luck might defeat training and the best 
gunnery in the world might be overreached in the obscurity of a battle 
fought in the darkness. One factor helped Cimniiigham to his deci- 
sion — evers' man on this, his own ship, and I believe on every other 
vessel under his command, was eager for an encounter after training 
for so many years for a meeting just such as this. But an. engagement 
would deter the fleet from its main object, and, holding that point in 
mind, Cunningham decidedmeitber to seek nor avoid action. The fleet 
was to continue on its course, which was then obliquely approaching 
the Italians. If we met the enemy in the night, then we would fight him. 

The decision delighted everybody. Officers iu the wardroom., men 
in the galley, bolted their dinners and hurried- on deck wrapping great- 
coats over their white tropical shorts and shirts. Torpedoes were 
swung seawards for action. Searchlights were spun round ready to 
push their beams across the sea. A stream of signals flashed from 
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JFsirsJ’iie's biidge, bringing Uie rest of the fleet into position for battle 
before their silhouettes vanished into the darkness. The wind rose 
sharply, and soon cascades of black water were seething over the bows 
past the fifteen-inch guns which stood loaded and ready. vSttimbling 
in the darkness round the decks, I passed hundreds of men. They 
were laughing, whistling, yarning excitedly. 

Ten hours later in the first light of the new day they were still there, 
hut the Italians were not. Somewhere in the night the enemy had 
changed course and disappeared. Our dawn air-patrol found them at 
length well on their way home to Italy. But a British submarine 
struck first. Roaming by chance well ahead of the British fleet on an 
independent course, she had reached the Italian battle squadron in the 
failing light the night before. Two torpedoes were launched, and 
before the British commander dived be ascertained through the peris- 
cope that one Italian cruiser at least had been hit. It was one of the 
moat important successes of British submarines in the Mediterranean 
since Italy had declared war. Still after this, had the Italian fleet 
wanted action on terms greatly favouring itself, there was nothing to 
slop it. Overwhelmingly large numbers of aircraft could have reached 
us within an hour. As it was, the enemy waited until it was too late. 

During these first three days we were distracting the attention of 
the enemy from a convoy bound for Malta. The attack when it did 
come on the convoy was a half-hearted one, as all the Italian attacks 
were. The steering-gear of one of the merchant ships was damaged, and 
she made port. All the high brown cliffs surrounding Malta’s Grand 
Harbour were thronged with cheering, excited Maltese as the warships 
steamed in at last with their couvoy. After many anxious weeks of 
isolation these ships brought life and hope to the island. It was solid 
proof to the Maltese that they were not being deserted. It was the 
first of the big wartime convoys, the first of many that have been going 
there ever since. 

But outside Malta's Grand Harbour something much bigger yet 
was happening. Only the night before I had been told that here under 
the very lee of Italy a rendezvous had been arranged. To buttress 
Cunningham’s relatively weak position in the Mediterranean the 
Admiralty had ordered to his command its newest aircraft-carrier III- 
ustrious together with her forty-odd high-speed Fulmar fighting 
aircraft, the two anti-aircraft cruisers Coventry &ni Calcuiia,mth the 
battleship Valimit escorting destroyers arid supply ships. These new 
vessels almost doubled Cunningham’s striking power. Better still, 
they meant air protection from the Italian raiders which bad been 
harassing his ships whenever they put to sea. They had made the 
voyage, from England with nothing worse than light raids. They had 
l^ssed unharmed through the field of mines which the Italians had 
declared they had laid from Sicily, past the island of Pautelleria, to 
.wbya. And now,, exactly on the appointed hour, while we watchpd 
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and waited tenselj- aboard Warspite the huge sattare hulk of Illustri- 
ous heaved steadil}' over the horizou framed in a background of Malta’s 
brown mistj' cliffs. 

No ship like IlluslrioHS had ever been seen in the Mediterranean 
before : nothing of its kind, so fast, so modern, so reassuring. Emotion- 
ally, sailors cheered as they saw her, and gazed and gazed across the 
fiat steady water much as a schoolboy will look at a new motor-car his 
lather has brought home. Then other smudges on the horizon restilved 
into Valiant towering above Illustrious and the attendant cruisers and 
destroyers. Cunuingliain signalled his welcome to all of them. Then, 
since we were within half an hour’s flight of the enemy, there was a 
brisk business of getting the new vessels into line. Illustrious steamed 
into the place of honour behind the flagship, rvtth Valiant, Malaya, 
and Eagle following. The rest of the ships, a Grand Fleet now', took 
up position on the flanks. Within fifteen minutes of sighting us, 
Illustrious had flown off two of the new two-hundred-and-forty-miles- 
per-hour Fulmars. They set out on a slow flight round the fleet to 
accustom the Mediterranean gunners to their appearance, but, sighting 
two Italian aircraft on their way, shot them down and returned to their 
parent ship. In two minutes they had vanished on electric lifts into 
the belly of the aircraft carrier. The whole operation had taken ten 
minutes. Grinning widely, a sailor walked over the hangar on Warspite 
w'liich housed two ancient hundred-mile-an-hour Swordfish fighters and 
scrawled on the doorway, “This waj* to the museum.” There was a 
great feeling of exliilaration around the fleet that morning. 

And then the Italians came. They attacked with aircraft, uiities 
and submarines, a new kind of naval warfare. From the Sicilian mr- 
fields they kept sending up small weaves of bombers, flying very high 
and fast. Beneath the sea, meanwhile, enemy submarines were reported 
from several different directions and mines were bobbing to the surface. 
I was standing on the searchlight platform when the first salvo_ of 
bombs came down. A curtain of grey smoke and spray, mast-high, 
blotted out Illustrious steaming only a few hundred yards astern. 
Then another salvo, smaller bombs this time, reared up the sea along 
Warspite. Then single fountains spurted from among the cruisers 
and destroyers. Liverpool’s guns were the first to hit back. One after 
another the other war. ships synchronized their pom-poms and ack-ack 
guns into the concert of the fleet’s barrage. On Warspite you saw 
first smoke from the muzzles, then flames, then, seconds later it 
seemed, you felt the impact of the explosion that lifted your feet from 
the deck. 

Far out to the horizon ships were racing to new positions making 
sudden turns and dashes. The destroyers, like wild cats tearing up 
the sea, dashed between the larger vessels to ge” at the enemy sub- 
marines. Eaci depth charge — they were exploding very deep — sent 
slow treihbling blasts across the sea. Here and there ships were sent 
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oU to explode floating mines with their pom-poms, Illustyious was 
working at speed. Fighter after fighter wheeled off her flight deck, 
and I caught glimpses of distant air battles. 

All this action was scattered and spread over a long period, and, 
since few had anj- clear idea of what was going on, the flagship’s com- 
mander would broadcast reports over the ship’s microphone. It was 
part of an excellent psychological understanding that men fight better 
it they knorv what and how they are fighting and with what support. 
'Tiie commander finished each broadcast report with the words, “This 
is the end.” Once he auuouuced, ‘‘L,arge numbers of Italian aircraft 
are expected in five minutes’ time. This is the end.” A shout of 
laughter went from one end of the battleship to the other. 

Then late in the afternoon there was an incident that brought 
the fight to a close. There had been aiiotber near miss beside the 
battleship, and shrapnel was rattling down on the deck when I got a 
perfect glimpse of the silver wings of five enemy machines flying in 
the clear sunlight thirteen or fourteen thousand feet up. At once 
four-inch guns went into action. One silver plane slowly 
detached itself from the rest, turned from silver to black, then flaring 
yellow as it crashed headlong into the sea. As it hit the water a 
dense pillar of billowing black smoke spurted a hundred feet into the 
skj'. Shell-bursts were ringing the other four raiders very clo.^ely 
now. Soon another machine lost height and speed, and finally spun 
down, a burning moth before the flame of the late afternoon sun. 
After it, falling like white ashes through the black smoke, came three 
parachutists. Along with thousands of British sailors I watched 
fascinated, as the white dots hovered delicately into the sea to drown. 
Two British fighters cruised over the dying Italian pilots and with wide 
graceful sweeps alighted on Illustrious. The fight was fiulshed. 

That night the fleet split up, one half going straight back to Alex- 
andria, the rest, including Illustrious and her attendant ack-ack 
cruisers, following Warspite into a new adventure that was to pre- 
pare the way for the later victory at Taranto. We were bound for 
Rhodes. 

The Dodecanese Islands were still a mystery at this time. They 
were^ known to harbour Italy’s yet untried E-boats for which the 
Fascists had long been hinting great things. The E-boat was something 
that especially appealed to the flamboyant and individualistic Italian 
uaUire. Count Ciano’s father Admiral Couslanzo Cinno, had already iu 
the last war stirred every Italian’s imagination by bis daring strokes iu 
the Adriatic. With the use of small motor-boats he had taken torpedoes 
right iutp the Austrian anchorages and succeeded almost single-handed 
iu sinking two major warshjps- When I was in Italy there was much 
tslk of ‘death’s head” vohtuteers who were, willing actually to sit 
astride torpedoes, and guide them on to their targets. The project 
ineant death If the rider stayed too long aboard the torpedo, or capture 
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ii ho tnauaged to slip off into the water a little before the explosion 
took place. Bnt the K-boat was the practical expression of this desiie 
for fast, stealthy night raiding which brought spectacular results if 
sirccessful and cost little in life or material if it failed. So the li-boat 
was designed to travel at speeds of over forty knots, launch at least 
two torpedoes whilst travelling at this high speed, and then race tjuicfc- 
ly to safety. Its range was small, its crew a handful of highly trained 
men. In so small a sea as the Mediterranean the Italians hoped much 
from these tactics, and at least two hundred E-hoats were reputed I.) 
be ready when Mussolini declared war. 

The Dodecanese was furthermore an ideal pirate’s nest to harbour 
these boats in addition to submarines and aircraft. All of them could 
make raids on British aud neutral vessels trading up to Greece and 
the Dardanelles from the Suez Canal. 

Rhodes, when I had last landed there from a Turkish nierchaut- 
mau in the spring of 1939, was still a dreaming summer island of roses 
and wjue, of fislierfolk and holiday-makers, peaceful monasteries and 
pine forests. But even then Mussolini was preparing it for war. Two 
landing fields, one at Maritza, the other at Calato, with satellite fields 
in other parts of the island, had alreadj' been prepared. An energetic 
governor, Cortut Da Vecchi, had been sent across from Italy, and in an 
excess of the usual Fascist passion for building he was busily engaged 
in tearing down his predecessor's public works aud putting up liis own 
instead. There was a fine new opera and cinema house, new ytias's, 
new roads ringing the island, and the big hotel on Rhodes harbour, 
the Albergo delle Rose, had been remodelled in j’ellowish sandstone 
ou grandiose lines. Only the lovely forts and buildings of the Knights 
of St. John remained the same, though some of them were destined to 
be turned into air-raid shelters. At the Albergo delle Rose in 1939 I 
found the bar, the terraces and the beach swarming with Fascist 
officers aud German tourists. I was in fact offered the room occupied 
only a week or two before by Dr. Goebbels and I slept very soundly 
in it for three nights. Apart from a few Maltese fishermen, who still 
clung to their British nationality despite the special tax imposed upon 
them, the only Englishman on the island was* the British Consul, a 
tough old sea captain who was much perturbed at the continuous 
influx of soldiers and the aircraft which he then estimated to number 
about two hundred. 

I attempted to take the ferry northward to Eeros, the island 3yhich 
had been especially developed as a submarine base, but was firmly 
told that the boat was boobed out indefinitely. It seemed, too, that 
Stampalia, the island farther west, was being organized as an additional 
air and 'sea base. Rhodes itself sported four submarines,' but these 
were forced to sail out of the town’s exposed harbour to the northern 
shores of the island when any sort of a wind was blowing out of Africa. 
Here, as everywhere I have been in the Fascist Empire, it was imposr 
sible npt to admire the Italian genius for fine buildim>"s, roads, ports- 
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aud public works. Tliej- built witli skill and artistry, aud ouly that 
strained nervous atmosphere that followed Fascism everj'where 
indicated that this was a civilization of the master for the master which 
the resident subject peoples must accept aud support or else. 

Up to the time of my voyage in Warspiie liliodes had never been 
raided. Its aircraft had made one or two attacks on Haifa and 
Alexandria, but nothing of any importance. And now we were steam- 
ing past Crete in a generous warm sea to bait the Italians in Rhodes 
and see %vhat opposition they could offer to a naval aud air force 
coming unexpectedly on them in the night. 

'The plan was for the Illiisirioiis and Eagle pilots to combine in 
attacking the two airfields at Maritaa and Calato, while the cruisers 
Orion and Sydney with two destroyers shelled the adjacent island of 
Scarpanto lying to the south-west. 

An hour before sunrise the fleet was in position. One after another, 
over fifty miles of ocean, one could see the dark shapes of wai ships 
detach themselves from the sea mist. One after another fighters and 
bombers were brought up to the flight-decks of the aircraft carriers and 
flo%vu off until there were some twenty or thirty in the dark sky. This 
take-off in the half-dark was dangerous, and one aircraft, its engine 
failing at the crucial moment, poised for a second on the lip of lU- 
nstrious's flight-deck, then plunged sickeningly into the sea to be cut 
to pieces by the warship’s bows. While this was happening Sydney 
was already in action. She was stealing round the island of Kaso to 
get at an airfield at the southern lip of Scarpaiito when three or four 
E-boats emerged aud, apparently caught by surprise, were forced into 
action. The E-boat commanders at once w'ent into full speed, heading 
straight towards Sydney. Sydney, at several thousand yards’ range, 
engaged and blew the first E-boat in a sheet of flame out of the water 
before she had time to fire or even aim her torpedoes. An attendant 
destroj'er, Ilex, cut into protect Sydney, demolished a second E-boat, 
and forced two others, apparently bit, to retire into Kaso. Sydney 
methodically went ahead with her shelling, while her sister Orion 
carried out a similar bombardment on the other side of the island at 
Pegadia Bay 

The importance of the action was, of course, that it showed the 
E-boat could be sighted aud destroyed in daylight before it could even 
get into action. Provided he had air protection, Cunningham there- 
after had a clear indication that he could approach Italian coasts with 
no fear of this new weapon. The point was to be proved even more 
completely in later actions off Malta and Gibraltar. 

The second half bf the Admiral’s plan also went forward with unex- 
pected success— again largely the result of surprise. At Calato the 
geeping Italiah garrison awoke to find itself beneath a major air attack. 
The petrol dump and the barracks were blazing and half, a dozen 
aheraft burning on the ground. At Maiitza, the other field lying under 
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a iiiouaster 5 ' in a cup of the hills, five-hundred-pouud bombs weut 
straight through the main hangars. Workshops and barracks took 
fire, and another petrol tank engulfed in the flames precipitated a whole 
series of explosions which trailed black smoke across the horizon 
clearly visible to us eighty miles away. Italian airmen, recovering 
from their first shock, ran from the blazing barracks and look off in 
time to bring down four of our Swordfish which were trying to return 
to their mother ship. 

We expected some stiffen reprisal than this. It came at 10 a.m. 
when the Fascist bombers now out in force found the fleet steaming 
for Alexandria. The first salvo of bombs came straight out of the sun 
and thrust up a green wall of water to the starboard of Warspite. The 
fleet's guns opened with an aching, shuddering crash. Shells were 
bursting everywhere over the whole bowl of the sky from one horizon 
to the other. I was caught typing behind one of the four-inch guns, 
and the typewriter flew from my bands among a pile of books and 
pictures that tumbled to the floor. Bits of shrapnel spattered the 
deck, and I ducked and ran for the fifteen-inch gun turrets where I 
remained all morning watching the fight. By noon the Italians had had 
enough, and as they came out of the zone of British gunfire Ilhtsirioiis' s 
fighters leaped in, They had two Italian bombers down in ten minutes, 
and three more disappeared, casting off bits of fuselage as they went. 

In all we had destroyed some twenty enemy aircraft. Warspile's 
chaplain came down to the mess cabin in the evening to post his text 
for the day : “We came into Rhodes.” Next morning we were in 
Alexandria. Not a single warship had been hit throughout- 

I trace the turning of the tide in the naval war in the Mediterra- 
nean from that one brilliant week. Many things had been done for the 
first time — a convoy had been got through to Malta ; reinforcements 
had been brought straight through the Mediterranean instead of round 
the Cape ; the E-boat had been proven of little worth in daylight ; the 
Italian bombers had been shown to be inaccurate, slow and unwilling to 
press their attacks home ; and finally the pirates’ nest at Rhodes had 
been badly shaken up. 

With this experience to guide him, Cunningham was soon appear- 
ing off Taranto with his fleet air arm to cripple nearly half a dozen 
enemy warships at anchor there. Throughout the winter he was 
coming close inshore to bombard the whole length of the Eibjrau 
coast. Onl 3 ' the long-drawn-out agony of the crippling of IlluHrious 
by German dive-bombers marred his inevitable progress to the 
battle of Cape Matapan when another seven of Italy’s best ships were 
demolished. , 

Matapan was the Mediterranean’s last great naval battle, 'fhe 
fate of Ilhistrious had been an earnest that the whole character of the 
sea war was changing. German dive-bombers off Greece and Crete 
piit an end to Cunningham’s brief but brilliant anachronism tliat 
capital ships and aircraft-carriers can operate in a land-locked sea. 





AFRICAN TRILOGY 


The Italian had never really believed in that principle. The Italian 
Navy had uu aircralt-cai tiers. It relied on minierous conveuieiil air 
l-ase.s in ^^^rditlia, i^icily, Libya, the Dodecanese and Italy itself. For the 
rest it put it,= faith in li-boats, submarines, fast light torpedo-boats and 
de.stroyers. Its thirty-five-thonsand-ton battleships like Littorio^ 
though oi line design, evoked nothing from the Italian talent for short, 
sharp, stealthy action. The Italian Nav 3 ' suffered deeply' from inex- 
peiience and the Italian high command knew it. It conld not hope to 
use battlfc.ship.s as crui.seis and cruisers as destroyers, the way 
Cnnniugliam did. 

So fe-r ten extraordinary months, from June 1940 to April 1941, 
the lliilish Navy ruled the jMediterranean with a daring and judgement 
that possibly eclipsed anything of its kind at sea before. It was not 
that the Italian Navy was no good at all. It was simply that the 
British fleet, taking many borderline risks, was brilliant. Cunningham 
deliberately spread a zest for attack. As he was sailing out of Alexan- 
dria to attack Taranto he signalled his other ships, “I intend to act 
offensively in the Ionian Sea." He was deeply admired. Nor did he 
lake liis losses during this venturesome “sea” period of the Mediterra- 
nean war. It was when he could no longer act offensively, when he had 
to convoy to and from Crete and Greece 'and elsewhere and came at 
last ag^ust overwhelming air power overwhelmingly pressed home, 
that he lost one good ship after another. From Crete onward it became 
blindingly obvious that sea and air would have to go together. The 
fleet could not put to sea without air protection. Except for sub- 
marines and light fast surprise raids by destroyers, the purely “sea” 
period was done. A bigger, more intricate, scheme of operation binding 
ship and plane had to be devised. Fleets alone cannot act offensively 
and get away with it. Neither the Bismarck nor any other battleship 
could range the seas, raiding, hunting down its foes, bombarding 
up the Maiu. Which is a pity, fdr every great captain, Cunningham 
included, is at heart a pirate. 


5 


In ike Western Desert elements oi our forces are now in contact 
with the enemy on a broad front. In a7i engagement south of Sidi 
Barrani we have captured 500 prisoners . — oenjirai. wavell’s 
FIRST COMMITNIQUE ANNOUNCING HIS Ol'PENSIVE INTO CYRENAICA, 
PECEMBER QlII, 1940, 

EiWLLY' winter 1940 Mussolini was already in diflSicullies in 
Greece, Cuinuinjgham at sea and Longniore in the air were doing 
pretty much as they Uked. Oiily the army of the Nile apparently was 
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doing nothing. Week after vital week slipped by hi November, and 
still Wavell did not move. People pointed to the Greeks and saitl, 
“The}' can beat the Italians. Why can’t we do something?” November 
drifted into December, all good campaigning weather in the desert, and 
I began to hear criticism everywhere in the Middle East. There was 
a feeling of despondency about the army. One retreat had followed 
another — Norway, Dunkirk, British Somaliland. People talked of 
“Pleadquarters Muddle East,” and it became the fashion to make jokes 
about the staff officers in Cairo angling for promotion. And as the 
Greeks continued through Koritza into Albania newspaper.s went as 
far as they could in an effort to say, ‘‘Why doesn’t Wavell attack in 
the Western Desert now that the Italians are tied up in Greece ?” 

Actually the position in the desert was this. General O’Connor, the 
corps commander, had placed his old armoured division as a holding 
force at the front between Mersa Matruh and Sidi Barrani. They had 
in support an Indian dhnsion including some British regiments, nearly 
a division of New Zealanders, and two divisions of Australians either 
training or simply waiting in the Delta and Palestine. There were in 
addition heterogeneous groups like the Poles whom it was not thought 
desirable to seud against the Italians since Italy hud never broken off 
diplomatic relations with Poland. Shipments had lalelj' been arriving 
of twenty-five-pounder guns, new thirty-ton infantry tanks, and 
aircraft of various kinds including Hurricanes, Wellingtons and Long- 
nosed Blenheims. 

On the Italian side Graziani had established one Eibj’an and one 
Metropolitan division at the front around Sidi Barrani under the com- 
mand of General Gallina. Reaching inland, south, south-west and west- 
wards in agreater arc from the coast, some half-dozen fortified camps bad 
been established ; Maktila, some miles east of Sidi Barrani on the coast; 
Tumniar East and Tummar West; Nibeiwa and Point Ninetj' — all 
more or less due south of Sidi Barrani; and finally Sofafi, deep in the 
desert near the Libyan border. As desert architecture goes, these 
camps were pretty lavish affairs. The general design was a convenient 
rise perhaps half a mile or a mile square surrounded with a stone wall. 
Inside the Italians had established messes, hospitals and sleeping 
quarters by scooping holes iu the sand and rock, putting a stone wall 
round the holes and surmounting the tops with pieces of camouflaged 
canvas. Outside the camps they built watching-posts by digging holes 
in the desert. Minefields were embedded on the eastern, northern 
and southern approaches. Rough, incredibly dusty tracks linked one 
camp with another. Sidi Barrani had in addition to its ring of outlying 
camps two lines of fortifications where they had dug anti-tank traps 
and furnished niches for machine-guns, anti-tank guns and .artillery. 
In command of the camps immediately adjacent .to the central fortress 
of Sidi Barrani was General Maietti, a veteran of the Abyssinian 
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campaign. He had been given what I suppose was an Italian Panzer 
Divisi'V.i. It liad a special name — the Raggrnppameuto Maletti, or the 
liaggnippanieuto Oasi lleritiiouali — and there is some evidence that 
when the time came for the race across to the Nile, Maletti and his 
shock troopers were to be in the van. But for the time being he and 
Oallina v/ere resting, digging in, building up supplies and waiting for 
their great new road, the Via della Vittoria, lintang Solium with Sidi 
Bairaui, to be completed. 

Back on the escarpment in reset%'e were two more divisions under 
General Bergonzoli — the lamed Electric VTiiskers — and General Berti. 
These had been acting as garrison troops to Corps Headqnarters at Bardia 
and bolding the escarpment. Still another division — General Giuseppe 
A-mico’s ‘‘Catanzaro’' division — was designed to act as a relief at the 
front. There were then some, six Italian divisions — perhaps a hundred 
thousand men in all — available to Graziani for use as attacking troops. 
Facing him between Sidi Barrani and the Nile there were some four 
British dwisions or not more than sixty thousand men. In gnus of all 
classes, _ in all kinds of transport and tanks except heavy tanks, 
Graziani’s forces enjoyed a numerical superiority of probably not less 
than three to one and in some oases very much more. In the air he 
certainly had a three to one numerical advantage. Even if bis initial 
assaults failed, he stood— on paper — little chance of a major setback. 
Strong garrisons of more than a division each were centred at such key 
points as Tobruk, Derua, Benghazi, in addition to many strong pockets 
of supporting infantry iu desert posts like Mekili south of Derna. 

It was generally assumed that iu all Libya Graziani disposed of 
some quarter million troops against WavelTs hundred thousand based 
around the Nile and the Suez Canal. It was apparent then that no- 
where, not even at sea, did we possess equality in numbers (though both 
British pilots aud sailors had proved in the preceding months that this 
was by no means necessary lor success). In fact, Graziani was sitting 
pretty even though he was sitting in the imponderable Western 
Desert which had once swallowed up a Persian host under Cambyses 
and brought disaster to many conquerors since then. 

The general disposition of his armies was arranged with strong 
Latm logic. Everything fanned out exactly from a base. From 
Trymh, bis chief supply port where ships were then unloaded undistur- 
bed by air raids, his lines of communication stretched east to Benghazi 
and far south into the Libyan desert oasis at Knfra. From Benghazi, 
ms most vital base, the lines fanned out again to Barce, Ciiene, Derna 
and Tobruk in the north on the coast, and in the south below the 
mountains, to the desert fort of Meidli. Then from Tobruk the northern 
Hue reached to Bardia and Solium and fanned south to the border 
tesert pMt at Jarabnb. And now he had created his latest fan'Stretch- 
Egypt as fax as Sidi Barrani; thencte describing an arc down 
.toSo^i, Every section hinged ou pivot, and the pivots were Bardia, 
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ToLn’1:, J3ciu',ha;'i, Tripoli. liach sector iitted into the oue behind it, 
so that the sa’cccssive terniini oi each of the uottheni anus of each pis'ot 
were Sidi hanaui, Bardia, Tobruk and Benghazi. And the sou them 
teru'iui were the chain of desert posts, Sofali, Jarabub, Mekili and 
Knira. Boiditiess other fans were planned from Sidi Barrani and 
Mersa Matnili atitil the Kile Della was reached. 

Tile obvion.s point in this grand strategy w'as that while you had to 
mass y.-iUT main forces on the coast where the good roads and the 
ships and airfields were, yoL you still had to guard your desert flank 
agaiimi .sn-lden encircling inland raids. In the end it was Graxiani’s 
failure to ludd this principle or realize just how fat and fast au 
encii cling raid could go dial brought him to utter ruin. It was Wavell’s 
and O'Connor’s strength that from the first moment they never relaxed 
these encircling movements or their pressure on the desert flauk. 
And always governing eveij' engagement from a siege or a pitched 
fiattle down to a skirmish were the opposite theories of the two com- 
maudeis; Waved with his policy of light fast mobile forces; Graziani 
with his theory of defensh'e positions. Waved stabbed with a lance. 
Graziani presented a shield. 

The story of the Benghazi advance begins far back in November 
1940. The Italians as was their custom, had not been patrolling except 
for ocoasiouai heavily armed parlies which in a great cloud of dust 
toured the forward area. Our patrolling was done in small groups, 
sometimes a single vehicle, and nearly always at night. A lieutenant 
and a dozen men would drive far out into uo-man's-land iu the darkness, 
camouflage their vehicles with, nets aud salt-bush before dawn, aud lie 
motionless on the floor of the desert throughout the day. More often 
than not, aircraft would fail to spot them, but at the first sign of 
superior land forces on the desert horizon they would try to identify 
the enemy and then quickly escape back to oUr lines. Thus a con- 
siderable amount of iuformation was always coming into British Corps 
■H.ead(iuatters. O’Connor was well aware that these fortified camps, 
like Nibeiwa and the two Tummars, were being built, but he did not 
know how many were completed or exactly where and what further 
forts were projected. He tried one frontal tank attack on Nibeiwa, and 
when some of our tanks came to grief on the Italian minefields and 
were met by considerable artillery fixe it became obvious that these 
forts were ol some strength. Hack was reckoned to have about three 
thousand men with a very high rate of fixe power. 

But a British Intelligence colonel began to notice among the 
reports which the patrols were constantly bringing in that those 
scouts who_ penetrated the area between Nibeiwa aud Sofafi invariably 
returned with no news at all. No contact was made with the enemy. 
Puzzled, he went out himself, just he and a driver, and lay in the 
desert south of Nibeiwa getting the same result. He returned on the 
succeeding night. Arid then again and. again, each time going a little 
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deeper into enemy territory. Still he sstruck nothing. Could it be 
possible that there was a gap — a considerable gap — between Sofafi and 
Nibeiwa which the Italians had not' yet fortified nor were even patrol- 
ling? It was improbable that they would blunder like this. Bitt 
there it was — over this whole area as large as the home counties in 
England no opposition was to he found. It was reasonable to assume 
that the Italians had not fortified on the inward western side of their 
chain of camps. After all, their own supply columns had to reach 
each cauip from the west, so the supposition was that tlieir minefields 
and anti-tank traps were concentrated on the outward ea.steru .side. 
Moreover it followed that their artillery would be facing toward the 
British. Suppose then that this weak point, this gap between the forts, 
really existed? Suppose the British were to rush this gap and then, 
wheeling north, attack the camps one by one from the unfortified inward 
side ? Might not then the whole Italian front be like an egg with a rotten 
inside? It was not impossible that we might penetrate as far as Sidi 
Barraui and even reach the coast behind the village to cut it off from 
its lifeline to Solium. Given that, "what then ? Sidi Barraui could be 
besieged by land, sea and air. The British could push down the coast 
to Solium, isolating the garrison of Sofafi to the south and forcing its 
members to retire up the escarpment on to Bardia. 

Everything would depend on surprise. The Navy as well as the 
Air Force would have to be called in. Even so in November these 
conjectures appeared visionary and .super-optimistic, so strongly were 
the Italians entrenched, so few were the forces Wavell had to bring 
against them. But the scheme was one which would have atJpealed to 
every man iu the desert. O’Connor came back to Cairo and pul it up 
to Wavell — Wavell who was very ready' indeed to Hsteti. The generals 
had one good card — the new infantry tanks had arrived, the famous 
‘T" tank. Their surprise effect would be redoubled iu an important 
engagement. Wavell sounded out the other two services. Cunning- 
ham reinforced from home, was agreeable. He worrld .send some of 
his heaviest units ahead of the army to bombard first the outlying 
coastal camp Maktila.lhen Sidi Barrani itself. then, if need be, he would 
get to work On Solium too. Eougraorc was less strong, but he had 
been reinforced also. His pilots had lately been showing a very' defi- 
nite superiority against the large bodies of Italian aircraft which used 
to come over Mersa Matruh. He also was agreeable. At home 
Churchill gave support. There were strong political reasons .for 
attempting an offensive. England had endured tlie yforst of the autumn 
air raids, but now the long nights had set in and Nazi raiders were 
expanding their damage again at little cost to themselves. Sinkings 
in the Atlantic were growing. Apart from the repulse of the Italians 
in Greece there was nowhere the public could turn for some sign of 
hope and encouragement. 

A campaign in the Western Desert was the' soundest possible way 
to remind the people of Britain that they were not alone,' that theyi Sid 
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oiUsirle forces figlUing for them and toward them through Africa and 
Kurope. Churchill was more than approving. He was enthusiastic. 
It remained now solely to choose a date and somehow keep the thing 
secret. That was the problem. To keep it secret iu a laud where 
gossip runs wild ; where enemy agents were known to lurk iu every 
port from Alexandria to Haifa and Aden, where so many hall-allies 
Were expecting to he “kept inlormed,” where such arrangements as the 
unloading and movement of ships were plain ior atij'one to watch. Horv 
to get at "least two divisions and artillery up to the front in the open 
desert w'ithom the enemy reconnaissance planes seeing them? How to 
get ships out of Alexandria and up the coast unobserved? How to get 
extra lo.oilstnffs. extra transport, medical supplies and ambulances 
forward without Cairo buzzing with the news that “something was going 
to come off soon ?” How indeed to conflue the information to a few key 
men at G. H. Q. that was strewn over Cairo and Alexandria and split 
into separate commands for the three services ? 

Wavell himself was a past master at sa 3 dng notliing and appearing 
and acting in exactly the same w'aj' before a tea-party or a major offen- 
sive. But lie was an island in a sea of garrulousness. It was as 
essential to keep the secret from our troops as from our enemy. There 
was one simple device — ^keep the desert and Cairo apart from one an- 
other. Communications between the desert and Cairo, as every war 
correspondent knew only too well, were terrible. Now while the 
preparations were being made in the desert no troops were allowed 
back on leave to the Delta where they might inadvertently spread hints 
and suggestions. Tickets of leave were choked off, not suddenly but 
gradually, so no suspicion was aroused. Another thing helped Wavell. 
He had delayed so long now that the public and the services — and 
presumably "the enemy — had given up guessing when he might attack, 
or had even abandoned hope of it altogether. The flj’iug fields were 
isolated in the desert and that again helped. Further to confuse the 
troops iu the field, as well as to give them some training and to perplex 
the enemy, many units were ordered out on manoeuvres long before 
the actual attack and then withdrawn again. In G. H.Q. Wavell selected 
half a dozen men who had to have the exact information in advance. 
He swore them to silence : he ordered them to turn aside awkward 
enquiries among their junior officers. 

But by far the most valuable aid in this campaign of secrecy was 
the misjudguieut of the enemy. All the Fascists knew of the British 
Army at this time was that it had retreated before the Germans iu 
Belgium, Norway aud France, and before the Italians in British .Somali- 
land and the Western Desert. To the Italians in December 1940 it was 
inconceivable that the British could really seriously attack. They were 
on the defensive and had been all along. Moreover there was an interior 
rottenness in the Italian Intelligence, something tbal grew naturally out 
of the national weakness for exaggeration. There is, as anyone who has 
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lived in Ilalj- will know, nothing especiallj- unethical in this desire to 
enlarge and aggrandize and embroider. Nearly everj'' Italian I have met 
has a passion and a talent for bombast and display. He just can’t help 
himself. It is a foible that has led many people into the error of be- 
lieving the Italian is stupid, which he certainlj' is not. He proceeds 
with cold unsentimental logic in his inner reasoning, and makes 
allowances for the colourful descriptions of his friends and indeed for 
his own embroideries. He expects exaggerations in himself and 
everyone else. Nor has this In any way diminislied the Italian genius 
for design and logic. Exaggeration never, as far as I could see, 
deterred the Italian from reaching decisions as well as anyone else in 
peace-time. But in war everything is different. Information becomes 
a commodity in itself. It has to be as exact as the corner-stone of a 
building or the barrel of a gnu. And you could not overnight cure the 
individualistic Italian Lieutenant and Captain of his boastfiilne,ss. 
Indeed the war had spurred officers and politicians on to still greater 
efforts in exaggeration. The Italian communiques were absurd. 
Again and again some hit-and-run Italian pilot would return to his 
Libyan base with stories of how he had shot down ten . . . fifteen . . . 
twenty aircraft, or destroyed two, three or more battleships. The 
Roman newspapers outdid the commuuiquds that faithfirlly repeated 
these fables. When Graziani destroyed a dozen vehicles he claimed 
two thousand. Without doubt tire Italian High Command, knowing 
that the cynical public would discount something, always added a few 
more imaginary and lurid details to every pronouncement. Anyway, 
they might have argued, we are a mercurial, imaginative people, and 
one solid victory will prove all our earlier claims correct. Yet the 
net effect was that Italian people (I saw this before the war) lived in a 
state of cynical, distrustful confusion about the news. They were 
never quite able to say that Mussolini was wrong, since he kept 
serving them victories and allowed no information in from outside; but 
still the doubt was there. Furthermore there was the natural desire 
for victories; the wish that the news would be good. More than anyone 
the Italian wanted to believe what he was told was right. 

And indeed until now the Duce had been able to give him successes. 
But the dangerous thing was that right through the Italian Armj' down 
to the rawest ranks a stream of wrong information was flowing. If a 
few shots were exchanged, the Italian private called it a skirmish and 
quite groundlessly claimed he had killed and routed the enemy. If a 
Lieutenant was sent out on a raid, he expanded it in his reports to an 
engagement. An engagement became a major action or even a battle. 
From Company headquarters to battalion, to brigade, to division, a 
supply of inaccurate details kept arriving at Italian G. H. Q. if 

G. H. Q. discounted what they heard by half, they were still left in the 
dark, not knowing where to, draw the line between truth and fiction. 
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So Wavell in thal fiist week of December might reasonably have 
c-xpected some measure ol surprise. His plan was simple in arrange- 
ment, simple in detail but somewhat complex at the edges. He could 
not poasildv know how far or how fast he would go— if he went at all. 
vSo lie i/annecl his offensive first as a major raid. If the raid ■went well, 
then liis tiuops would be so disposed that they could pursue the enemj’ 
even as far as Solium, if need be. or be.vond — though nobody quite 
hope.'' for that. If he got into difScuUies, he could again withdraw back 
on Mersa Matruh. The Air Force, first, then the Navy, would start 
the action. For forty-eight hours Air Commodore Collishaw,the R.A.F. 
commander in the desert, wonld send over almost continuous raids on 
to the airfields of Dibj-a — high-level and dive-bombing and ground 
stiatiag. Tile object here whs to keep the Italian air force on the 
ground until the British troops took up position and accomplished at 
least the lirst leg of their advance. The Navy meanwhile would make 
a dawn shelling of Maktila, the most forward Fascist post on the coastal 
road, and if the fort was reduced, would continue to Sidi Barrani, where 
the fifteen-inch naval guns were to demolish whatever they could 
find there. While this was going on the army would move up. 

Trvo divisions were to be employed — the 7th armoured division 
under Major-General O’More Creagh and the 4lh Indian division under 
Major-General Beresford-Pierce. The more experienced and more 
mobile armoured division would form the spearhead of the assault. 
Having gone through the gap, that unexplained but undeniable gap 
between Nibelwa and Sofafi, Creagh would wheel northward sharply 
and attack one by one with the all-important infantrj' tanks the Italian 
camps at Nibeiwa, Tnmraar West, Tnmuiar East and Point Ninety. He 
would also endeavour to reach the coast iu the neighbourhood of But] 
Buq between Solium and Sidi Barrani, and hold a position there, thus 
outflanking *he Sofafi garrison ami cutting the retreat of the Italians, 
if any, from Sidi Barrani, Other units worrld also be sent directly 
upon Sofafi. Creagh’s posilion might be a verj' awkward one indeed if 
he were not supported. Accordingly the Indian division would also 
plunge through the gap in close support and carry out the mopping- 
up operations _ upon Nibeiwa, the two T ummars and Point Ninety. 
This would bring them to the southern approaches of Sidi Barrani 
which they were to attack if still able to do so. On the coast iruits of 
the British garrison at Mersa Matruh were to emerge from their 
entrenchments and engage Maktila fortress which by then, it was 
hoped, would have been much reduced by the Navs^. On the fall of 
Maktila the Mersa Matruh force would proceed straight toward Sidi 
Bariani and attack it from the east while the other two divisions were 
attacking from the south. Sappers would go ahead of our forces 
tearing up our.'o'wn, mines and dealing as far as they could with the 
Italian traps. 

The weak point in the tvhole scheme was that somehow the 
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armoured and the Indian divisions had to he got into position for 
attaek without the Italians knowing it. There was no complete answer 
to this proldem. The only course was to go ahead and see what 
happened . This is what happened. 

On the night of December 7th when the desert air was already icy 
with the coming winter, the two British divisions made a forced march 
of seventy miles through the darkness up to points a few miles back 
from the Italian lines where they could still not be observed from 
ground level. All through the day of December 8th the tliousands of 
men in full kit lay dispersed and inert on the flat desert. Duck held. 
An Italian reconnaissance plane came over, but apparentlj' neither saw 
nor suspected anything. No Italian patrol came out far enough to 
discover what was afoot. The air was buss' '^ith Collishaw’s planes 
passing back and forth to the Dibyan airfields and they were having a 
wonderful time. The score of enemy aircraft damaged on the ground 
or caught aloft mounted from ten to twenty to the fifties. Everj'where, 
at Gazala, Bomba, El Adem, Tobruk. Benina and bej'oud, the Italian 
air force was being pinned to the ground. Through the night of the 
Sth, while still the two divisions lay pressed to the desert waiting for 
the morning, the Royal Navy stole on Maktila iu readiness for its 
bombardment at first light. 

In Cairo at 9 a. m. on the 9th General Wavell summoned the war 
correspoudeuts to his oflSce. We were a small group of seven or eight 
and as we filed into the General’s room and sat in a semicircle around 
him he got up from his chair and stood before us, leaning back on his 
desk. He was in his shirt sleeves. His desk was tidy ; his ten-foot 
wall maps non-committal. He wore no glass in his blind eye and for 
the first time in my knowledge of him he was smiling slightly. Quietly 
and easily and without emphasis he said : 

‘'Gentlemen, I have asked you to come here this morning to let 
you kuow that we have attacked iu the Western Desert. This is not an 
offensive and I do not think you ought to describe it as an offensive as 
yet. You might call it an important raid. The attack was made early 
this morning and I had word an hour ago that the first of the Italian 
camps has fallen. I cannot tell you at this uioment how far we are 
going to go — it depends on what supplies ^nd provisions we capture 
and what petrol we are able to find. I wanted to tell you this so that 
you can make your own arrangements.” I asked if the weather was 
favourable. The General answered yes. He questioned us then to 
'discover if any of us knevv that the attack had been planned. It was 
important, he said, since, if the correspondents had not known, then, 
presumablyi no one else except.the authorized few had known. Not 
oue of us was able to say he had had any hint of it. The surprise was 
complete. 

There was a scatter then to get to the front — a full day and a, 
half’s iourney away. And there began for us, oil that brilliant winter' 



AFRICAN TRIROGV 


•^6 

iiioriiiiie, siich a chain of broken cominunicatious and inisuuderstand- 
iuea and mistakes that no correspondent who took part in the campaign 
is ever likely to forget. The press arrangements for correspondents in 
peace-time had been sketchy. In the face of a British victory they 
broke down almost entirelv, though later conditions were greatly 
improved. It was days before we reached the front. For ever the 
forward troops vanished ahea<l of us as we sal stranded in otir bro^n 
vehicles, ilessages went astray for days or w'ere lost altogether. We 
scraped what food we could from the desert or went without. We 
hitch-hiked when our vehicles broke down. Often we abandoned sleep 
in order to catch np. None of this, of course, w-as comparable to the 
diflicnhies the soldier iu the Hue was putting up with. But it was_ a 
new kind of reporting: exasperating, exciting, fast-moving, vivid, 
immense and slightlj' dangerous. And what we had to say had such 
interest at that time that our stale descriptions w'ere published fully 
when at last thej’ did arrive iu Loudon and New' York. It was a job 
that was for ever a little beyond one’s reach. But I personally emerged 
from it two months later very glad to have been there and much wiser 
thau when I went in. 


6 


IVe have taken twenty thousand firisonc?'s with tanks, guns and 
equipment oi all CAIRO Communiqub, dbcembeR 12TH, 1940. 

The- ITALIAN crust had been cracked already while Wavell was 
-*■ speaking to us. In the first sickly grey light of the morning a small 
frontal attack had been sent upon Nibeiwa, and it blinded Maletti to 
the far greater danger that was threatening him from behind. Rising up 
from their hidden positions, British forces began to pour through the 
gap with new infantry tanks in the van. These fell on Nibeiwa from 
the real", while Maletll’s men, rushing from their beds, were still engaged 
with the smaller, frontal attack Italian guns were swung upon the 
infantry tanks, but the tanks, carrying heavier armour than any seen 
before in the desert, swept on through the barrage. By now British 
shells were falling squarely on Nibeiwa itself, combing through the 
clustered stone huts, the parked lorries, the gun emplacements 
embedded in the surrottuding wall. Maletti, a stoutish bearded man, 
was wounded, even as he attempted to call his men to counter-attack. 
He retired into his tent with a machine-gun and was firing from his 
bedade when at last he was killed. It was all over in half an hour. 
The eamp's tldrty tanks had not even been properly maaned. . .EvSry- 
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thing the Italians had built lliroagh three hard mouths collapsed in 
bewilderment and chaos in that quiet morning hour when they would 
normally have been going about the first ronline duties of the day. 

Following in the w'ake of the army while it was hammering in the 
same way and at the same speed on Tnnimar West and Tunimar East 
we came on strange pathetic .scenes at Niheiwa. A cluster of broken 
burnt-out lorries and Breti-gtin carriers proclaimed from a distance 
where the first Bristish attack bad fouled a minefield. Coming nearer, 
w'e found all the approaches pitted with small square holes let into the 
surface of the desert, and surrounding these empty cartridge cases and 
overtttrned macliiue-gnns — the last remaining evidence of how the 
Italian outposts, straining their eyes through the darkness, had fired 
upon the approaching enemy and fled. Here and there trucks which 
had been carrying supplies and reliefs up to these outposts lay smash- 
ed by artillery fire beside the tracks, or were simply abandoned by 
the passengers who had fled back afoot to the temporarj’' safety of the 
fort. Minefields were still strewn or-er large areas of the desert. 

Cutting south and west to avoid these, and clinging closely to the 
tracks the heavy infantry tanks had made, we came at last into Niheiwa 
itself. Here and there before the breaches in the walls a dead man lay 
spread-eagled on the ground, or collapsed grotesquely at the entrance 
of his dugout under a gathering cloud of flies. Some sixty or seventy 
mules and donkeys, recovered now from their shock at the noise of 
battle, nosed mournfully aud hopelessly among the ddbris in search of 
fodder aud water. Finding none, they wmuld lift their heads and bray 
pathetically into the heavy dust-laden air. Italian light tanks were 
grouped at the spot on the western w’all where thej' had huddled for a 
last stand aud there surrendered. Others had bolted inside the fort 
itself and were tutned this way and that, indicating how they had 
sought at the last moment for some formation to meet the attack. 
Maletli’s body covered with a beribboned tunic still lay sprawled on 
the threshold of his tent, his beard stained with sand and sweat, 

Sand was blowing now out of the immense ruts, cut up by the 
tanks, aud, walking through it, we went from one teal to another, from 
one dugout by subterranean passage into the next. Extraordinary 
things met us wherever we turned. Officers’ beds laid out with clean 
sheets, chests of drawers filled with linen and abundance of fine cloth- 
ing of every kind. Uniforms heavy with gold lace and decked with the 
medals and colours of the parade ground hung .upon liangers in com- 
pany with polished jackboots richly spurred and pale blue sashes and 
belts finished with great tassels and Ijeathered aud embroidered hats 
and caps. An Indian came running to us tliroxrgh the camp with one 
of those silver and gilt belts — a gaudy shining Siing that the Fascists 
sling around their shoulders on parade., We came on great blue cavalry 
cloaks that swathed a man to , the ankles, and dressimr-tables in the 
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officers’ teuts were strewn with scents and silver-niounled brushes and 
small arms made delicately in the romantic northern arsenals of Italj’. 

We sat down on the open sand and ate from stores of bottled 
cherries and greengages: great tins of frozen hams and anchovies ; 
bread that had been baked somehow here in the desert; and wines from 
Frascati and Falerno and Chianti, red and white, and I^acrimse Christi 
from the slopes of Vesirvins above Naples. There were wooden casks 
of a sweet, heady, fruity brandy, and jars of liqueurs of other Muds 
wrapped carefully in envelopes of straw. For water the Italians took 
bottles of Recoaro niiuerals — the very best in Italy — and these, like 
every thing else, had been carted out to them in hundreds of cases 
across a thousand miles of sea and desert bj- ship and car and mule team. 

The spaghetti was packed in long blue paper packages and stored 
with great sacks of macaroni and other wheat foods as numerous as 
they used to be in the shops of Italy before the war. Parmesan 
cheeses as big as small cart-wheels and nearly a foot thick lay about 
in neat piles except where some hungry soldier had slashed one open 
with his sword. Ten-pound tins of Estratto diPomidoro — ^the tomato 
extract vital to so many Italian dishes — formed the bulk of the tinned 
stuff, which also contained mans' excellent stews and delicate tinned 
tongue and tuunj' fish and small round tins of beef. The vegetables 
were of every kind. Potatoes, onions, carrots, beans, cabbages, leeks, 
cauliflowers, pumpkin and many other things had been steamed down 
into a dry compact that readily expanded to its old volume when 
soaked iu w'ariu water — a fine food for the desert. We sampled one 
packi^e that seemed at first to contain dry grass, but brewed itself 
over a stove into a rich minestrone soup. 

I stepped down into at least thirty' dugouts, coming upon some- 
thing new and surprising iu every one. The webbing and leather 
work was of the finest; the uniforms well cut and of solid material such 
as the civilian in Italy had not seen for many mouths. Each soldier 
appeared to have been supplied with such gadgets as sewing-bags and 
little leather cases for his letters and personal kit. The water containers 
were of new improved design — both the aluminium tanks that strap 
on the shoulders and those that one fastened to the flanks of a mule or 
stowed in a lorry. Aud over everything, wherever I went, fell a 
deepening layer of sand. For two days now it had been blowing, aud 
before one's eyes one saw stores of clothing, piles of food, rifles, boxes 
of ammunition, the carcasses of animals and the bodies of men fast 
disappearing finder the surface of the desert. All this richness aud its 
wreckage, all the scars of the battle and all the effort of ten thousand' 
would not prevail longer than a week or two, and 
soon Nifaeiwa would be restored to the featurelessness and monotony 
of the surrounding \mste. 

Jibving round in the sand, one stumbled on cartridge clips, rifles, 

, inachine-gunsi swdrdsand hand-grenades that had been 'flung aside; 
especially at the entrance to diigouts, in scores of thousands. These 
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haud-grenades came to be known as monej' boxes or shaving sticks or 
pillar boxes. They were tiny things that fitted easily into the palm of 
your hand. They had a black cylindrical base, a rounded top coloured 
vivid red, and one pulled a small leather flap to explode them. I must 
have seen ten thousand that morning. 

I went into the tented hospitals where the British and Italian 
sick were still lying tended by British and Italian doctors. These 
hospitals were large square kbaki-coloured tents of a good height for 
the coolness and fitted with ample mica windows. The stores of 
bandages, splints, liniments, drugs, surgical instruments and folding 
beds would have served this or any other comparable arms* ten limes 
over. Here as everywhere there was precision and immense planning 
with immense quantits' of materials. I sat in an operating theatre and 
drank wine with a soldier who had fought over the places I knew in 
the Spanish war. He pressed more food upon me and oases of wine — . 
indeed it was he, the vanquished, who had everything to give and we 
who were tired and hungry. And somehow out of relief aud boredom 
he had achieved a sense of fatality that had given him peace of mind. 
He was accepting the prospect of imprisonment much as a schoolboy 
will accept his lessons as painful but inevitable. Yet the Italian minded 
the absence of his family and his friends perhaps more than we did. 

Never did an army write home or receive letters as this one did. 
For five miles the landscape was strewn with their letters. In the 
offices of adjutants I came on bureaux stacked with thousands of 
official post cards which expressed the usual greetings and to which a 
soldier had only to attach his name and an address. But most preferred 
to write their own letters in a thin spidery schoolboy scrawl full of 
homely Batin flourishes ; full of warm superlatives like “carissimo”. . . 
“benissimo.” The theme for ever ran on children and religion. No 
post card ever closed without some reference to the day when the 
family or the lovers would be reunited. They were not the sort of 
letters British troops would have written. But underneath the (to us) 
flamboyant emotionalism the}'- were, I suppose, the same. 

I read: “God watch and keep our beloved Frederico and Maria and 
may the blessed Virgin preserve them from all harm until the short 
time, my dearest, passes when I shall press thee into ray arms again. I 
cry, I weep for thee here in the desert at night aud lament our cruel 
separation. But in the day I aui filled with courage as our glorious 
campaign sweeps on from one more magnificent victory to anoSier . . 
The shabby, dirty and not very courageous little soldier explaining 
away the dirt and the shabbiness to himself with great sounding 
adjectives, and reaching out to high thoughts and his God to comfort 
him. He got his comfort, too. , He had to. The Italian would not and 
could not accept the desert aud the hardship of this unwanted war. He 
had little heart for it and still less traininp-. He could onlv thinkj "This 
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is an evil time that nuist pass i)uicl:ly.'' So he tnruecl to his family 
aiii'i Ihs chnrcli with an emotionalism which w'as pathetic, even absurd, 
but very sinct-re. He wrote, too, a stilled literary style, using long 
Latin words in the same surprising w^ay as the Spanish peasant. Olteu 
be put down his message- on the back of a highly coloured post card ol 
ex traor dinary vu Igarit}'. 

Vet it was only really the correspondence of the more sycophantic 
officers that turned out to be amusing. The men usually did not 
believe in the war or care much how it went so lou^ as thej' personally 
did not get hurt: the officers as a rule were astonishingly Fascist. 
Tbeii letters, betraying the moiiolou3' of their life, would often contain 
a siring of perfunctorj- entries like: “English bomber passed over ns 
this morning but did not see ns” . . . “TeueiUe' Recaguo has received 
his promotion” . . . “Nothing of importance to-day.” But suddenly they 
would burst out with ; "But for the cowardice of the English, who flee 
from even our lightest shelling and smallest patrolsi we would have 
committed the wildest folly in coming into this appalling desert. The 
flies iilague ns in million.s from the first hour of the luoriiing. The 
sand seems always to be in our months, in our hair and our clothes, and 
it is impossible to get cool. Onlj'^ troops of the highest moralp and 
courage would endure privations like these, and even prepare to press 
the advance to still greater triumphs iu the cause of Fascism and the 
Duce. The colonel at dinner last night made a brilliant exposition of 
our prospects, toasting in the name of the Duce the defeat -and annihi- 
lation of the English armies. We shall soon be at Alexandria. We 
shall soon now be exchanging this hellish desert for the gardens on the 
Nile. As I came out of the mess into the starlight last night I found 
my breast stirred and thrilled with a transcendent emotion, as though 
I could feel the life blood of the new Italj' coursing through mj' heart, 
urging me on to still greater courage and greater achievements.” 

I read one letter which contained a piece of doggerel that, roughly 
translated, runs like this ; 


Long live the Dnce and the King. 
The British will paj' for everything. 
On land and sea and in the air 
They’ll compensate us everywhere,” 


But there was much hard common-sense besides. One letter-writer 
insisted; ‘We ate t^ing to fight this war as though it is a colonial 
war in Afuca. But it is a European war in Africa fought with European 
weapons against a European enemy. We lake too little account of this 
m building our stone forts and ecinipping ourselves with such luxury 
We are not fighting the Abyssinians now." 


There was the whole thing; the explanation of this broken, sav 
division was as tame as an old lion in the 
Lhdoohtedly they bad courage; some of them. But they were living on 


zoo. 
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a preposterous scale. The British coming into the camp could scarcely 
believe their eyes when thej' saw* that each man had his own little 
“espresso" coffee percolator with which he brewed his special cup after 
meals. The British brigadiers in this action had not for many weeks 
or even mouths lived as the Italian non-commissioned officer was 
living. In the Briti.sh lines there were no sheets, no parade-ground 
tiuifonns, and certaiulj- no scent. The brigadier dressed in khaki 
shorts and shirt. He got bacon for breakfast, bully stew aud tinned 
fruit for hiuch, and the same again at night. His luxuries were the 
raido, cigarettes and whisky with warm water. But wiue, liqueurs, 
cold ham, fresh bread — no, seldom if ever that. 

Even the Italian trucks, of which there were several hundred 
scattered about Nibeiwa and the other c.amps, carried all kinds of equip- 
ment never seen in the British lines. The field telephones, wireless, 
typewriters and signalling gear were far more elaborate than anything 
we had used. Booty, in fact, worth several millions of pounds lay 
here if it could only be reclaimed in time. (It wasn’t.) 

Sappers were at work, getting vital parts off the Italian machines 
so that they could keep their own vehicles on the road. We ourselves, 
already short of transport, eudeav'oured to take over one of the great 
green ten-ton Eaucia trucks standing about. But though we inspected 
dozens, all bad either been wrecked at the last moment by the Italians 
or were hit or had gear too complicated for us to start. Eater many 
hitudreds of these vehicles, together with Fiats aud the S. P. A. brand, 
were on the road carrying British troops and supplies to the front. 
Indeed, as Wavell had indicated, the advance could not have gone 
forward without them. In guns, too, we had at Nibeiwa a foretaste of 
the prizes ahead. Many were of old stock aud small calibre like the 
Breda, but ammunition lay about in great abundance. 

Of the thirty-odd Italian tanks some half were fit for service and 
some were already being dragged off to workshops when I arrived. 
But the light Italian tank and lie lighter flame-thrower were failures, and 
men asked for death in riding behind their thin armour. Curiously, in all 
essential things — guns, tanks, lorries, amtounition — the Italian equip- 
ment was not good. And vast numbers did not make, up for the de- 
ficiency. The ten-ton Eancias ran on diesel — as did most of the Italiaii 
vehicles — but they had solid tyres which shook the vehicles to pieces 
after a short time among the boulders on the desert. Moreover, when 
a ten-ton lorry which was also a good target broke down, ten tons of 
supplies were held up. We pr^erred to run on petrol, using five- 
tonners or lighter machines. If one broke down, then no more than five 
tons were delayed, and repacking bn to a sound vehicle was easier. 
Nevertheless, from this moment on, more and more captured Italian 
equipment was pressed into service against the Italians. 

Nibeiwa was our first storehouse. As I drove away from it north- 
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ward in the ea: ly afternoon the blown sand cleared for a moment reveal- 
ing two big desert birds that circled and twisted some twenty feet 
above the ground until, Seeing what they wanted, they dived and 
settled aiiiid th.e stench where an Italian mule team had gone down to 
death with its crew under British machine-gun fire. 

N'ortluvaru, toward the coast beyouil Nibeiwa, things had gone 
with a precision and speed that outstripped all communications. After 
iNiheiwa, according to the plan, one section of the armoured division 
had branclied off on the lonely desert route in the direction of Sofafi; 
another had struck for the coast between Bug Bug and Sidi Barrani; 
and the other had made .straight toward Sidi Barrani, mopping up forts 
as it went. This last northerly column was the one 1 was following. 
Tumniar West and Tuiumar East had gone that same first day almost 
as guickly as Nibeiwa. Nothing, it seemed, could withstand the new 
infantry tanks. Travelling only twelve miles an hour, they lunged 
out of the dust of the battle and were on the Italians or behind them 
before anything could be done. The Italians in despair saw that their 
light anti-tank shells just rattled off the tanks’ turrets, and even light 
artillery was not effective against them. The whole of this advance, 
then, was done wdth this surprise weapon-— surprise, not because the 
enemy did not know about it, but because they did not know it was in 
Egypt and they bad nothing to faring against it. 

Maktila on the coast had been heavily plastered by the Navy, and 
by the time the British garrison from Mersa Matruh came to attack they 
fouud mauy of the enemy already fled. These fugitives turned back to 
strengthen Point Ninety, the two Tummars and Sidi Barrani itself. But 
the infantry- tanks rode upon them with artillery in support, and by 
the time I reached the battlefield all Italian forces who had managed to 
get away had retired into Sidi Barrani and were already attempting to 
escape farther down the coast road in the direction of Solium. In 
spurting dust we drove past the Tummars, a richer arsenal yet than 
Nibeiwa. For miles on eitiier side of the track the undulating surface 
of the desert was honeycombed with ammunition dumps, each dump 
about ten feet by eight by two feet high and spaced a hundred yards 
apart. These were the shells Graziani had stored against the day when 
he was to have advanced on the Nile. Every rise was dotted with 
stationary and abandoned Italian trucks and vehicles of all kinds, 
Notepaper flew forlornly across the battlefield in every direction, and 
here and there a gun stuck in the dust in a ting of empty shell cases. 

A bitter artillery duel had been, fought out with the Italian guns 
on a , height near the coast. And now on the morning of the third day 
the British flung theriiselves on the defences of Sidi Barrani itself. 
Unwilling to delay their advantage until more artillery caught up with 
feem, the tanks and infantry went in together against the first line. 
TMb was a series of sdgzasr ttenches op a rise buttressed from other 
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positions among the sand-dtines. As the fine sand whirled up in 
monstrous yellow clouds visibility shut down first from a hundred, 
then to fift 5 ' yards. The battle locked in choking heal over two miles 
of rock}” desert. Constantly in the sand-dunes the Italians kept up 
enfilading fire upon the central British thrust. But by 11 a,m, at tiie 
bayonet point we had gained the first ridge and Sidi Barrani lay in 
view. The tanks then felt their way around east and west of the 
Italians, and suddenly in the early afternoon appeared right amongst 
them. Artillery posts were charged direct. Everywhere in the yellow 
light of the dust storm men were running, shouting, firing, diving for 
shelter. A regiment of Scots charged from the ridge they had gained 
earlier in the day, and though their best N. C. O.’s went down, the rest 
came on. Groups of Italians began bobbing up from their trenches, 
waving white handkerchiefs, towels, shirts, and shouting, “Ci rendiamo” 
(We surrender). 

The tanks now were upon Sidi Barrani itself and the infantry came 
pell-mell after them. General Gallina was there with his staff. They 
knew it was useless. Their .surrender was received while still the ragged 
edges of the battle were sounding with rifle and mortar fire. This was 
about 3 p.m. Toward evening the Mersa Matruh troops, having pushed 
all opposition on the coast out of their way, entered the town from the 
east. Gallina drew the remnants of his array together and, addressing 
them quietly, au elderly general with a general’s sweeping grey beard, 
he said, “ You have fought bravely.” They took him and his officers off 
to captivity by aeroplane. 

The British now found themselves in a place of utter desolation. 
Sidi Barrani, so the Italians had been broadcasting, had been a thriving 
city, its trams running, its shops open, its beaches thronged. Even its 
night clubs were said by Rome to be flourishing — a picturesque way of 
saying that two small brothels of unexampled dreariness were open and 
doing business. One of the women had been killed and a graye was 
made for her on the battlefield. In actual fact, Sidi Barraui’s tvyenty 
meagre houses had never required a tramway and certainly never had 
one, and the only shop I ever saw there was the village store with a 
bomb through the middle of it. Nevertheless there did exist one or 
two substantial white stone buildings on the seafront. But now all was 
in ruins. At the climax of many heavy aerial bombardments the Navy 
had come and flung round after round of fifteen-inch shells upon tlie 
village. No house maintained its roof ; none bad its walls intact. Every- 
thing within was a mass of whitish grey rubble. Shell holes pitted the 
scrawny streets and twisted the barbed wire round the port. A shell 
seemed to have blasted each window in such a manner as to leave 
every wall with an apertttre like a huge keyhole driven through it. 
Wrecked vehicles lay about, and a great quantity of petrol and crude 
oil drums — some of which, being Ijit, were burning yet and staining the 
sand a grimy stiukiing black. On the outskirts there were many guns”~r 
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Bredas, einhlt;en-P'’iitndfcrs and auti-taiik weapons. vSome of lliese, by 
a n-w Italian device, were mounted upon tunital)les which in turn had 
been set ni'on lotiies with the object of giving them the mobility of 
ordinary desert Iranspurt. Together with the liooty at Nibeiwa and 
the other can.p.s I counted over fifty captured tanks, over five Iniudred 
captured vehicles. 

The troiips wdio had swept through from the east had found the 
same ehmueiit story of surprise— half eaten breakfasts (served with 
.silver pepper and salt stands, china plates and cirps) ; clothes half 
bundled into boxes and then abandoned. And there was the same 
tursiuess of bedside lights, book-racks, tents emblazoned with flags, 
officers’ cloaks thick with decorations, quantities of freshly baked 
loaves, cases of chocolate, sweetmeats, coffee, jam, cigarettes, tobacco 
both Italian and English. 

Down by the Sidi Barrani sea-cliffs an important base hospital had 
been establislied under canvas. The Italian staff in the hospital had 
vanished, leaving an appendicitis patient cut open upon the operating 
table. Instruments were still sticking in the body when it was found. 

Exhausted by hard travel and sightseeing, we camped down bj' the 
hospital for the night. Savoia bombers came over and we did not wake. 

Starting fresh in the morning, we came at once on to the Via della 
Victoria, .the new Italian road that ran straight and true to the Eibyan 
border, over those sixty painful miles that once were strewn with deep 
dust and boulders. At the point where it met the British road at Sidi 
Barrani the Ilaliaus had erected a six-foot cement monument decorated 
with the fasces and carrvdng an inscription that declared “despite wind 
and sand and the wiles of the enemy” Egypt and Libya were insepa- 
rably joined together under Fascist rule. Aad indeed the Italian 
engineers deserved praise. All through the late summer and autumn 
they had slaved with labour gangs at that road, and now the track was 
heavily metalled and waiting only for a covering of light metal and 
bitumen. It was banked and graded with the precision of an auto 
strada, and of a good width aud flanked by deep ditches for the draining. 
Here and there culverts led off to side tracks and offered an opportu- 
nity for the heavier vehicles to turn. Steam-rollers which had come 
from Italy to put -the finishing touches lay along the highway, and as 
we progressed we found more monuments that proclaimed how such 
and such a unit had finished a section in record time. On one crest 
rose a stone bust of Mussolini bearing a quotation from one of his 
Genoa speeches, "He who does not keep moving is lost,” British 
, soldiers ahead of us who had no taste for irony had bowled the head 
over into the sand. 

Now only ten miles west of Sidi Barrani we saw signs that Creagh’s 
dash to the coast to cut the retreat of the Italians had succeeded. 
Italian lorries caught unawares by British tanks lay twisted in smoking 
: turns on the road^ GuUS stood about dejectedly. All tire roadside 
camps; and storage dumps were deserted and bore signs of having been 
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passed over by an invading army. Diesel oil drums were tumbled 
about, spilling their contents oil the sand. Every few minutes we 
had to make a detour to avoid more Italian vehicles left Ln’ their drivers 
astride the road. Food, ammunition and oil dumps followed one 
another among the sidetracks, all marked with Italian direction posts. 
Dugout villages roofed with camouflaged waterproof sheets pitted the 
landscape. The Italians had dug in so completely and comforlablj' 
that this was uol Plgypt any more — it was a part of Italy. They had 
found and developed a water supply with genius. Thej'had all but 
completed a pipeline from Bardia. Soon, no doubt, they would ha\ e 
produced market gardens in the desert. At Bug Buii, which I remem- 
bered as a Bedouin waterhole dug in the sand, there stood nmv a 
line of high pumps like those used for filling locomotives and two 
large uuderground storage tanks. 

It was approaching Buq Bttq that we came suddenly upon a sight 
that seemed at first too unreal, loo wildly improbable to be believed. 
All entire captured division was marching back into captivity. A great 
column of dust turned pink by the sunset light behind them rose 
from the prisoners’ feet as they plodded four abreast in the sand on 
either side of the metalled track. They came on, first in hundreds, 
then in thousands, until the stupendous crocodile of marching figures 
stretched away to either horizon. No one had time to count Iheui — 
six, possibly seven thousand, all in dusty green uniforms and cloth 
caps. OulmtmjDered roughly five hundred to one, a haildful of British 
privates marched alongside the two columns, and one or two Bren-guu 
carriers ran along the road in between. The Italians spoke to me quite 
freeb^ when I called to them, but they were tired and dispirited beyond 
caring. I found no triumph iu the scene — just the tragedy of hunger, 
wounds and defeat. These were the men of General Amico's "Catanzaro 
Division,” I discovered, i 

Soon we pieced the whole story together. Creagh had reached the 
•coast two days before, His tanks and Bren-gun carriers had , burst 
over the last desert rise ou to the new road to find themselves con- 
fronted with the Catanzaro Division, which was then moving up on 
normal relief to Sidi Barraui. ' The Italians were smoking and sing- 
ing, sihce none had expected action so far back behind the front. The 
British joined action at once, and a. smart tank and artillery battle was 
fought out in the salt pans between the road and the sea. When their 
tanks failed, the bewildered Italians simply gave themselves^ up, and 
here they were upon the Via della "Vittoxia, marcliing to Sidi Barraui 
and away out of the war without having fired a shot. 

Thousands more were clustered round the water points at Buq 
Buq, a more broken collection of men than I had ever seen, • Maiiy 
were Libyans. They sat upon their haunches iu disdtdered groups 
awaiting turn to draw water from the cisterns and receive an issue of 
their own cheese and tinned beef which had been fathered from one of 
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tne Italian food dumps near by. A conipaii}* of British troops was 
guarding them — a conir>au5- that could have been overwhelmed at any 
moment. But there was uo fight in these^ Italians, and their fear of 
the waterless desert overmastered any wild idea they 11133'' have had 
for g.'iitiiug freedom. They were confused, too, and had no inkling of 
the sma’Ine.ss of the British force.s. 

In the morning three Libi’ans approached the unarmed war corres- 
pondents’ camp which we had pitched among the white sand-dunes 
beside the sea. They were so utterly dejected and miserable no one 
thought to take their guns away from tlteni, and they sat watching us 
stolidly and pathetically while we finished breakfast, wanting only to 
be taken piisoner. We put them in our truck and drove them back to 
the prisoners’ depot by the water wells. 

Now at last we had caught up with the frout. lu the far south 
Sofafihad fallen with rich loot. It was voluntarily abandoned by the 
Italians before it had been attacked, and its garrison was making up 
the escarpment toward Bardia under R. A. F. bombardment. Other 
British troops were moving across to cut them ofi. Others again were 
pressing on Sollnui and Halfaya Pass. There was artillery fire along 
the escarpment at Solium, and once again I saw the cliffs curtained in 
smoke and aircraft battling in the sky above. Two Caproiii fighters lay 
up-ended grotesquely beside the road. More and more prisoners were 
coming in, bringing with them many guns, tanks, vehicles and truck 
loads of captured documents. These last were fascinating. One of 
Bergonzoli’s orders of the day, written just before the British attacked, 
read: “The emblems of the British Army that tried to bar your way are 
trampled underfoot. The first steps of the march to Alexandria have 
been covered. Now onward! Sidi Barrani is the base of departure for 
mote distant and much more Important objectives.” Tlien again, how 
truly', “Surprise is always the mastery of war." 

I/ight rain fell. _ There followed a wind so' sharp and pierding that 
one could not imagine it had ever been hot in the desert. Goose-flesh 
pock-marked our bare sunburnt arms, our faces felt blue and bloodless, 
and the sand came up, stinging, icy and cruel, to bite into our bare 
knees and arms and stun our eyelids until we could bear it no longer 
and reached for towels or waterproof sheets to bind round our heads. 
Our food ancl petrol gave out, and we spent hours each day' ranging 
round the desert in search of abandoned Italian dumps. At night six 
of us slept huddled in one car for warmth. Edward Kennedy of the 
Associated Press of America lost his voice. Alexander Clifford of the 
Daily Mail caught sand-fly fever and jaundice, and we left him one day 
huddled in blankets in the lee of a sand-dune by the sea, For an hour 
&8t nijght we conld not find hint as we bunted through the sand-dunes. 
When at last we made camp together we succeeded in building a fire of 
hrnsbwpod. On it we, cqol^d the one good meal I can remember of 
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this Stage of the campaigu— a spaghetti stew of Italian tomato, Italian 
btilly beef, Italian Parmesan cheese, washed down with Italian niiiieral 
water. 

Standing on the top of the dunes that night we watched for an 
hour the R. A. F. turning one of their full-scale raids on Bardia. Look- 
ing across the wide iuterveniug bay in the darkness, we saw it all stage 
by stage — the first bombs, the answering fire; the hits, the misses; the 
flames as the aircraft came away ; drama as rounded and directional 
as a motion picture and watched with the detachment of a spectator 
in the stalls. Parachute flares with their fresh blinding light 
hung in the sky above the town, while bombs fell at the rate of two a 
minute in a regular pendulum motion — right, left, right, left. The 
A. A. fire in reply turned right, left, in search of the unseen raiders; 
then, losing contact, broke into crazy patterns over the sky. “Like a 
bull fight,” someone said. “And Bardia the bull.” Two flaring lights 
opened high above the town and descended straightly. Two planes 
gone; two picadors. Then more swerving light in the skj-; more 
interplay of light and the counter-thrust of bomb noise against gnn 
noise. Then the great flash as the ammnnition dump went np and a 
slower flame advanced steadily up into the night. The bull. The 
surviving planes homewarding sounded over our heads. It was 
finished and we went to bed on the sand. 

At last on December 16th— one week after the fighting had begun 
Solium fell; and with Solium, Halfaya Pass, Fort Capnzzo, Sidi Omar, 
Musaicl and a new line of forts several kilometres long which the 
Italians had built on the lip of the escarpment. Halfaya’s old rocky 
track had been graded and surfaced, and as one mounted to the top 
the old familiar view spread out below — the sweep of Sollnm bay round 
into Fgypt; the village below and the western cliffs reaching round 
into Bardia. Breasting the top of the pass into the high Libj^u desert, 
a wind of such sharpness and force swept upon our open truck that the 
driver momentarily was forced to stop. No one without glasses could 
travel looking ahead into that sand-laden wind that'hit everything raised 
above the floor of the desert with the force of au aeroplane slipstream, 
British camps loomed up among the debris of the broken Italian forts. 

We returned and entered Solium where already half a . dozen 
British warships and merchant vessels were discharging water and 
stores for the army. The Italians here had etected ,a barbed-wire 
compound to house British prisoners, and now it was full of their own 
people. In the desert, too, we found a camp exclusively for captured 
Italian generals, who plodded about dispiritedly in the sand. Upon 
every wall were scrawled caricatures of Englishmen, jibes at Churchill 
and Vivas for the Duce. Prisoners in their extremity were offering 
the equivalent of . an English pound for a loaf of bread. Their units 
were inextricably mixed and cohfused, since in their flight the Italians 
had broken np, and many small groups had struck out for themselves 
in that last frantic rush to gain the safety of Bardia. 
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It was within a clay ox two of Christmas, and since it did not seem 
possible that the advance could continue at once, we decided to Tctnrn 
to Cairo for a few clays’ rest. Bnt first we set out for one last x'isit to 
the front around Bardia. We were too cold and miserable to be much 
interested, bnt we felt we should do it. On the way down the Via della 
Vittoria all but one of our trucks broke dowui. Standing in the tearing 
v,und We drew matches for who should go on. Clifford aitd I won. We 
left the others to hitch-hike fhe best they could hack to our base camp, 
and we crept on into Solium. The Italians were lobbing shells into 
the village, and we turned back into a wadi below Halfaim Pass, where 
we camped xriider a thoriii’ clump of palms. We smashed a wmoden 
petrol case and lit a fhre under the rocks. Someone produced a tin ot 
plum pudding and half a bottle of whisky, and as we ate and drank, 
the Italian “flying circus'' came over. This was a flight of about 
twenty Savoias protected from above by a similar number of fighters. 
They bombed hap-hazardly up and down the escarpment just above 
our heads, and in the night they came again, their flaming exhausts 
making weird flashes above us as we crouched in that frozen wadi. 
Clifford had not eaten (or three days and clearly w'e could not go on. 
In the first grey light we turned back. 

So then the first stage was ended. A rough score could be totted 
up. Some thirty thousand prisoners, inchxdiug five generals, were 
in our hands. Hundreds of guns, lorries, tanks and aircraft were 
captured. Equipment worth millions of pounds had been won. The 
attempted enemy advance to the Nile had been smashed, and the last 
fighting Italian soldier had been flung out of Egypt. The enemy num- 
bered their dead and wounded in thousands. Our casualties stood at 
the incredibly good figures of 72 killed and 738 wounded. The Italian 
egg had been cracked and it was rotten inside. It was largely a victory 
of the iufautr 3 '_ tanks and scarcely one of these had been lost. Of the 
six Italian divisions that had been mustered for the capture of Egypt, 
less than half remained, and these, largely without guns and equip- 
tnenl, were crowded back into Bardia, which was even then being 
surrounded by our atuiouted forces. More than this, the Italian 
morale was broken and the prestige of the British Army resfored. 
I went back to Cairo for one of the pleasantest Christmases I can 
remember. 
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General Bergonzoli is still missing . — Cairo cojimuxk^ur, 
JANUARY SlTI, 1941. 


CHRISTMAS niorning I drove across the Bulaii Biidge in Cairo 
to the Church of England cathedral which stands, a pile of very 
modern yellow brick, beside the Nile a little distance down from the 
Embassy. After the service a great congregation streamed out into 
the bright sunshine. Among the brigadiers, the diplomats, the army 
nurses, the wives — few of these: most had been evacuated — and the 
soldiers. General Wavell stood chatting with his friends. People paused 
as they passed to gaze with open curiosity at this tpiiet thick-set man 
whose name now stood higher than that of auj' soldier in the Empire. He 
never failed to impress and puzzle sUghtly everyone who met him, but 
all the same there was nothing very much to be learned from the first 
meeting with the General. His voice was high, rather nasal, and unless 
he was actually engaged upon some definite business he seldom said 
anything at all. His dark deeply tanned face was lined and heavy to 
the point of roughness. His thinning hair was grey, and the one good 
eye left him from the last war gleamed brightly from a lace that was 
usually as expressionless as a statue. 

Wavell had just published a book about his old master, called 
Allcnby — a Study in Greatness, andtheEondon T’mrj wastepriuUng 
a series of lectures he had delivered a few years before on Generalship. 
He was essentially a well-bread, well-groomed writer, withoirt humour, 
without sparkle, and more concerned with getting his subject written 
than with making it palatable for his audience. 

But the book and lectures were valuable in revealing an unsus- 
pected sensitivity and daring. Whatever Wavell was before the last 
war, he had gained from Allenby a talent for taking responsibility with 
suppleness and decision and for drawing others after him. In this 
year in the Middle East he won respect by.his silence and a good deal 
of admiration through his habit of confidently deputing authority to 
others. Wilson, O’Connor, Creagh— all of them were bound very 
strongly to Wavell- One other thing he had, and that was modesty. 
Now in his fifties, after half a, life-lime of military .training and plan- 
ning, he had the great fortune to be atile to put his ideas to the test. 
There was nothing verj’ new about them — to use Secrecy and surprise 
to the utmost, to hit hard and quickly and keep following up, to 
establish strong lines of communication, to be mobile — all souhd 
military practices. But Wavell brought them ,to life by his o^rn parti- 
cular ino-redient — ia touch. of daring. 
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I recall very clearly each of my meetings with him — more clearly 
perhaps than I recall meetings with any other public figure. First, there 
was Wave! 1 standing on the forward deck of a troopship* at Suez in 
February 1<)40, w'elcoming the first Australian contingents and saying 
very clearlv ami firmly: “I am glad to have Australian troops under 
MV command, atid T am sure rev orders will he fully carried out.” The 
capitals are tlie general’s. Then, Wavell in blue overalls climbing out 
of au aircraft in the desert, where he had just made a low reconnais- 
sance of the enemy front line. Wavell walking dourly alone under 
the trees at a race meeting at Gezira. Wavell sitting in his shirt-sleeves 
in the war-room at G.II.Q., taking a conference and saj*iug very little or 
nothing. Wavell in stout whipcord breeches sitting opposite me for 
three aud ahalf hours on a Suuderland flyiug-boat iouniey to Crete. For 
an hour he fished papers from a pigskin case and made notes upon the 
margins, reducing those notes to paragraphs and those paragraphs to 
one-line headings. Then for half an hour he browsed quietly through 
a volume of Browning’s love poems, aud slept little aud read his 
verse again. Finallj’', he chatted with me a little, and when Crete came 
in sight he was back on his notes. It was almost the same on the way 
home. It was his invariable practice to invite his companion to talk 
while he asked the questions. hTearly always our short conversations 
opened with his "Getting along all right?” He remembered all our 
complaints (there were many) aud those that did get through to him 
were settled. The troops liked him. At Keren iu Eritrea, at Merj 
AjottU iu Syria, at Capuzzo iu Eibya, you would often find him, just 
before an important engagen\ent, silting in a tin hat at an artillery 
observation post. He encouraged the front-line liabit among his 
generals and liked them to stay in the field. 

When he left the Middle East he left behind the feeling that lie 
had not been an especially able domestic administrator, but the sweep 
and movement of his campaigns liad raised his name high as an aggres- 
sive general. His talents were in the field. He had two important 
phases — the period of the Greek campaign (I can write of this later), 
and now during this winter of 1940-1941, when all his abilities were 
sunning in success and approval from his Prime Minister, his generals, 
his troops and bis prrblic. 

After the reconquest of the Western Des?rt, the character of the 
fighting in Libya clianged radically. The surprise element was now 
gone. It was to recur only once more and very dramatically at the end 
of the campaign. The Italians were back on their fortified bases. They 
still outnumbered us, they were dug in, and they were expecting us to 
come on. Graziani’s theory of roughly . parallel lines of coastal and 
inland defence on set positions was coming into play. Both Batdia and 
Tobmk were stirroiinded by strong double perimeters which ithad taken 
•the Italktus ' Jseveml years to construct. The desert bases— ^Jatabuh, 
MekiUand Kufra— were remote. It was' the British now who were on 
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lous lines of communications willi all the problems of water an<l petrol 
supply before them. The winter, too, hail risen to a harshness that 
made additional hardships for adv’aucing troops. Through the long 
nights Gra/.iani could reasonablj’ expect the arrival of reinforcements 
bj- sea at Tripoli. 

The Afarshal’s policy was very simple —in fact it was the only one 
he could follow. He would hold Bardia and Tobruk, and so long as 
they lay across Wavell’s lines of communication the British would be 
unable to push on. Should Bardiaand Tobruk fall, then a line could be 
established against the invader southward from tire neighbourhood of 
Dcrna to the desert post of Mekili. Here the country was riven by 
immense wadis and rockj’ heights i.lcal for defence. Should even this 
line fall, theu au easy retreat over two good mountain roads could be 
made to Barce and Bengha^ii. If Benghazi was not reinforced by tlii.s 
time, theu the whole Italiasi army could withdraw iutact down the 
coastal road to Tripoli. When we were far extended there in the 
Wbyaii desert, Graziaui would meet us and destroy us. 

Every one of . these plans miscarried. They miscarried because 
the ladies Wavell now pul into effect were of so brilliant a nature that 
they must remain throughout this war at least as a model for the reduc- 
tion of strongholds in the desert. Briefly the plan was this : no matter 
how weak our forces were, every enemy stronghold had to be sur- 
rounded and cut from its supplies tintil we were strong enough to 
make a frontal attack. Conversely, no position was to be attacked 
until it was surrounded. The Navy and the R. A. F. would leave no 
enemy position on the coast in peace even for ' a single day. Thus 
Bardia was to be surrounded, plastered from sea and air, then attacked 
directly. As soon as the attack was favourably launched, the encircle- 
ment of Tobruk would start, and the reduction of the town be essayed 
iu the same way. And so on to Bomba and Derna. Beyond that no 
one yet cared to conjecture anything definite. 

To accomplish this, Wavell regrouped his forces with rare psycho- 
logical insight. He was still going to use only two divisions — ^through- 
out the whole campaign he never had more than two divisions in the 
operational area. The experienced and fast 7th armoured division 
would undertake the inland swoops and the encircling niovemenls. 
The India division, having well done its job at Sidi Barrani, would be 
withdrawn, together with the New Zealanders, and they would be 
replaced by most of one of the untried Australian divisions. In this 
Wavell aroused a very definite animosity among the New Zealanders, 
who had been thirsting for action. They were additionally hurt when 
their transport was taken away from them and given to the Australians. 
But with the Australians Wavell’s action brought him immense 
popularity. They had been growing increasingly, even dangeroiisly, 
restive after, their year’s enforced idleness. Wisely now these men, 
already noted as shockrtroops, were to have their chance, while their 
6 
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liea’th was at its fitsbest, their uioiale at its highest, and their aggres- 
sive ii«alities most eager. Tiie New ZealaiKlers, with their repvitation 
of being solider and’ more disciplined holding troops, would be a 
valuable roch on wliicii to fail Imck it anything went wrong. Manj' of 
the technical services— inachine-guuiiers, signallers, railway operators 
and supply onlumns— were to be given to English or allied units. I'he 
Navy and th.e Air Votce would dispose of e-ittal or even greater forces 
than in the I'ecember advance. 

Bardia as a deieiisire position w'as niiich stronger than vSidi Barrani. 
Ihe town itself, a picturesque Eascist settlement f>f white-walleii houses 
and straight streets, stoodhigh uponthecliffs sheer ahovea small, almost 
landlocked bay. Coastal boats of shallow draught could enter and dis- 
charge their supplies in the storehouses on the flat delta of the Wadi 
Gefani. This wadi effectively protected the town from the landward side 
and indeed left the town isolated on a spit reaching over the sea. Attack- 
ing troops had first to penetrate a ring of forts and an anti-tank trench 
stretching round Bardia from one coast to the other, and then cross 
tite Wadi Gefani. It was not easy. But the armpured division was 
astride the road westward to Tobrtik, and the morale of the Italian 
troops inside Bardia was not high. They numbered some thirty thous- 
and men under the command of Bergouzoli. who had lately been carry- 
ing on a high-flown wireless conversation with the Duce in Rome, the 
theme of which was “Bardia will never surrender.” 

All through Christmas week Australians kept pouring up the 
desert road from the Nile Delta — a vast procession stretching three 
hundred and fifty miles from Cairo to the front. The Via della Vittoria 
was quickly cut to pieces, and bus-loads of troops came up on to the 
escarpment matted in dust, the eyes of each man two dark slits peering 
out of a grey mask under a steel helmet. Before New Year’s Da5' they 
were in position and shelling the Italian perimeter. Patrols were 
nightly going into the Italian barbed wire. On January 2nd shallow- 
draught gunboats from the China station bore dowm upon Bardia’s 
harbour, and all through that night the Navy and the R. A. F. raked 
the tow'u and its surroundings with probably the heaviest bombardment 
of its kind that had ever been seen in the Middle Fast. The day, as 
I remember, had been full of warm, yellow, winter sunlight. Now in 
the evening, like flights of migrating birds, British bombers kept sliding 
.across a sunset magnificently red. And far into the night the red fires 
in Bardia expanded and continued the sunset. Waiting at our camp 
in Metsa Matruh, we knew the attack was coming, and the desert had 
an almost tangible atmosphere of expectancy and strain. 

^ At dawn the Australians attacked. They had chosen a spot in the 
perimeter to the west of the town, and here the sappers ran forward 
under maebine-gun fire to bridge the anti-tank trench by blowing in its 
side®. The infantry; tanks and the infantry were soon across, and, with 
this fep^«»headalways pressing uearet to the heart of the enemy defences, 
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the battle started along a ten-mile front around the Italian chain of 
forts. The effect of the British assault was as thougli one had lightly 
gripped an orange, at the same time piercing it with a fork. This went 
on all through January 3rd. 

On January 4th the day began forme at 3 a. in., when the corres- 
pondents started from Mersa Matruh aboard an arm.c truck. For miles 
along the road^ into Solium we w’atched the final British artillery 
barrage being laid down along the five-huudred-foot cliffs tlmt sup- 
ported Bardia on their crest. In blinding icy dust we crawled up 
Halfaya Pass and continued on aslant the artillery fire into Libya. 
Italian shells, mostly of small calibre, were crumping steadily away to 
the west. At Force Headijuarters, a labyrinth of underground Roman 
passages, a young staff officer barked laconically: “Whole of the 
southern defences encompassed and we're breaking in from the north 
. . . ten thousand prisoners taken and God knows how many more 
coming in . . . four enemy schooners stopped outside Bardia, three 
more captured . . . enemy artillery getting weaker ... no, I don’t know 
where the hell the enemy air force is ; we haven’t seen it all day.” 

We drove on along the broken border fence to the Australian 
headquarters, a Roman labyrinth twenty feet below the surface of the 
desert. The Italian gunne: s were getting the range there, but uneven- 
ly and spasmodically. Right and left of the camp explosions were 
going up in short dusty clouds of black smoke. The staff officers, 
deaf to it all, were diving in and out of dugouts with messages, 
shouting out over the telephones new orders fpr new positions to the 
men at the front about to take Bardia. 

We drove on down the Capnzzo road, and there it was again, the 
sight I was beginning to know well — the unending line of marching 
prisoners with their weary, stony faces. They were herding like a ' 
football crowd into roughly-thrown-up barbed-wire compounds each 
holding two or three thousand inen. Down the road leading to the 
fighting more British troops were pressing on in trucks travelling at 
breakneck speeds. Over Capuzzo British spotting planes ranged hack 
and forth checking the last Italian gun positions from the white flashes 
that spouted up for ten miles along the coast. Capuzzo itself, as we 
drove past with the troops, was empty, more torn about than ever. 
Out lighter truck got on ahead of the troop-carriers as we approached 
Bardia. Shells were shrieking down along the whole length of the 
road, though never hitting it exactly as we went through. A sharp 
smell of explosive washed across the track in sadden bursts as each 
new mushroom of smoke billowed up — sometimes two hundred yards 
away to the left, then, erratically, fat out to the right below t^ Spot 
where an Australian battery was belching black fumes at the speed of 
half a dozen bursts a minute. Surrendered Italians were .huddled op 
either side of the road, sheltering from their own shellfire. Otl^ts 
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inade desperale bj- llieir Initiger rushed across the open to us. They 
swanued round our truck in hundreds, crying; "Food .... water. . . 
cigarettes.” ^Ve flung out biscuits and they scrambled for Uiem iu a 
heap on the ground,' forgetting the shells in their frantic hunger. 

■Vl'e were reaching the niost forward troops now, down a road that 
drove tlirough empty Italian trenches. Rifles and luaclriue-guus were 
lying unmanned along parapets; dead and wounded were mingled 
togetlier iu ditches. Clearly the majority of Italians had surrendered 
as^soou as their positions were invested. Over toward the coast another 
long line ot prisoners inoveil across the desert without a guard, blindly 
seeking shelter, blindly looking for anyone to surrender to. In a branch 
of \Va<ii Gefani, half a mile from Bardia. the front-line Australians in full 
kit were awaiting the onler to go over the top for the last lime. They 
lay about iu groups iu the dry liver-bed, smoking comfortably'. Yorr 
cji'.kl almost trace the trajectory of the Italian shells as they screamed 
hundred yards above and hit empty sand on the back edge of the wadi 
above us. The conuiiauding ofiicer limped up and took a drink from 
me gratefully, "it’s my birthday' to-day,” he said. “Just remembered 
it,” He was wounded. 

It was 3 p.iu. now and very near the end. I crawled up the Bardia 
side of the wadi and looked over. There it was, the white township 
with its church spire and the road leading in across two bridges. Just 
in front of the chute!:, six hundred yards away, the last Italian gun w'as 
inouthiug w’nite flashes toward us. The final assault started just after 
3 o’clock — British heavy tanks moving through a belt of machine- 
gun and even anti-tank gunfire right up to the gales of Bardia. I 
watched them go on spurting out shell from every gun. Crouching as 
they ran and calling out their war-cries, Australian iufaulry followed up 
and joined the Bren-gun patrols which had already advanced under the 
• lee of the town, in the early' afternoon. I could see only a hundred 
or two of infantry now, and even these disappeared from view as the 
Italian gun turned upon them. Then that la.st gnu hiccoughed and stop- 
ped altogether. The attack sw'ept past it and eastward from the town. 

It was easy then. We grabbed a place in a line of Australian 
Bren-guu carriers moving in on the town, outdistanced them at the 
gates, and drove down the burning main street to the town hall, where 
the leader of the Australian company which had just occupied Bardia 
stood wiping black sweat from his face. They had been in possession 
just over an hour. They had gone iu in extended order through the neat 
right-angled streets, firing burst into the houses. But only one niachine- 
gttfi; neat' the church hit back. All rouiid, us now Italians were 
coming out of caves and houses to surrender. Prisoners swarmed in 
every direction, and even in the light of the fires which were licking up 
the white walls of the ' houses it was impossible to distinguish enemy 
from friend. AU they wanted waS food, shelter from fighting, and 
h'hnckftntee of life. 
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Oue Australiati officer witli eight uieu walked tip to the mouth of 
the biggest cave iu the cliffs. As he stood at the entrance with cocked 
revolver, over a thousand Italians came out into the daylight, holding 
up their hands. Half a dozen guards were told off to get them away. 
Except for a few who escaped by schooner or stole across overland by 
night, no Italians slipped through the British net. The great majority 
wore captured niilinrt, since the Italian machine-giinners had continued 
firing only so long as the Au.straliaus were out of range. As soon as 
the Australians began to set np their own guns to retaliate, the 
Italians came out with white towels and handkerchiefs. 

I walked down through the burning town, stopping here and there 
to peer into the houses. Evers'-thing had been cleared out down to 
the last drawer. A table was laid for ten in the officers’ mess, but 
there was no food anywhere. We went to the harbour. Dowm in 
Bardia’s lovely blue bay (where a group of naval ratings had been 
captured) several ships lay half-submerged and deserted. Through 
the clear water you could see slime already clinging to the sunken 
cabins and fish darting among the stanchions and sodden timbers. 
Thousands of tins of bully beef littered the sea floor like scattered 
silver coins. Birds were already nesting iu the slanting masts .showing 
about water. 

The shooting and shelling slopped at last as we came hack to the 
centre of the town. The fires in the back streets fed iiuielly. A little 
handful of us stood about in the gathering darkness, waiting for the 
other units of the Australian army to come up and occui>y finally the 
cliffs and outlying forts. It was deathly tjniet now after the battle. It 
was hard to realize we had won and it was over. 

Straightw'ay we set off on the frigid all-uight drive back to Mersn 
Matruh, where we could seutl off our messages. Often iii the darkness 
(no car lights were allowed) we swerved to avoid lost and bewildered 
Italians roaming over the desert trying to find tlieir units. Many knew 
notliiug of tlie rout of the Italiau array. Many slept beside their guns 
or turned over and shouted to us in Italian for food or water or iiews- 
We picked up a wounded Italian officer and drove him along to oue of 
the dumps where they were collecting prisoners. “We should never 
have been fighting you,” he kept insisting. “AH this should never 
have happened.” Four of his men hoisted him shoulder-high iu the 
darkness and carried him off to some dressing-station they knew about, 

Australians, cigarettes in tbe corner of their mouths and steel 
helmets down over their lined eyes, ,s.tualled here and there among the 
prisoners, or occasionally got, to their feet with a bayoneted rifle and 
shouted, “Get back there, you,” when some Italian started to stroll 
away. These men from the dockside of Ss'dney and the sheep-stations of 
the Riverina presented such a picUure of downright toughness with their' 
gaunt dirty faces, huge boots, revolvers stuffed in their pockets, 
gripping their rifles with huge shapeless hands, shoutifl-g and ,»n:iuning 



86 


AFRICAN IKILUGV 


— always griuuing — tliat the mere sight of them must have disheart- 
ened the enemj' troops. For some cla 3 's the Rome radio had been 
IjToari casting that the "Australian barbarians” had been turned loose 
by the British in the desert. It was a convenient way in which to 
esplaiu away failures to the people at home. But the broadcast had a 
very had effect on the Italians waiting in Bardia for the arrival of the 
Australians. 1 saw prisoners go up to their guards to touch the leather 
jerkins our tuen w’ere wearing against the cold. A rumour had gone 
round that the jerkins were bullet-proof. More than anything for the 
defenders of Bardia the last few days had been a war of nerves. And 
now the Italian nerve was gone. 

We drove on slowly, endlesslj', chilled to the bone, past streams 
of ambulances and supply-wagons going tip to the front where they 
were badly needed. Bj- midnight we were down the escarpment. Just 
before dawn we were approaching Mersa Matruh, Richard Dimbleby 
driving to relieve onr chauffeur. Six of us and our kits were jumbled 
somehow in the back of the tiny 8-cwt. truck, too frozen to move, but 
beyond sleeping. Only Dimbleby slept. The truck struck two 
concrete drums placed across a newly completed bridge and plunged 
into space over the ditch beside the road. Paiufnllj' but unhurt we 
picked ourselves out of the wrecked vehicle and stood beside the road. 

Out of the gloom emerged an engineer who stated glumly at the 
wreckage for a moment. Then in a tired hurt voice he said: ‘Tve 
been working for a solid month in this bloody hole. I built that bridge. 
I finished it to-day. I was just putting up a nice little memorial to 
say, ‘Bridge begun bj’ the 21st Company of Engineers, December 1940, 
Completed Jantiary 1941.’ I don’t suppose it matters now.” Then, 
more bitterlj”. "Or would you like to add somelbiug to the inscription? 
Would j^ou like to say, ‘Destros’ed by War Correspondents, January 
1941 ’ ?” But kindly he gave us tea and we were picked up and taken 
into Mersa Matruh. And there we wrote and slept. We had been 
travelling two days and nights. 



Early ihis morning our attack was launched 07i Tobruk . — 
CAIRO JANUARY 21ST, 1941. 

5 DREADY WHITE Bardia was falling Tobruk was being surrounded. 
. Those , elements of the 7th armoured division which had guarded 

outlet to the west , cut back deep into the desert once the 
J^dia battle had been joined. They arrived presently at El Adem, one 
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of the Italians’ three main air striking bases, just south of Tobruk. Here 
eight5'-seven aircraft lay burnt out or broken on the ground. Many of 
the machines had been just sufficiently damaged by the R.A.F to keep 
them on the ground while the offensive was going on, and now, unwilling 
to abandon valuable engines and air-frames, the Italian air force had 
set fire to them. Several blocks of fine concrete workshops, hangars 
and living-quarters stood beneath El Adem’s high wireless tower. 
Climbing it, we had a view on to the white roofs of Tobruk itself. 

The machinery captured here was' the first real booty that had 
fallen to the R. A. F., and the field itself was destined to become a 
valuable air junction for the British forces. But at the moment it was 
under shell-fire, and when I arrived there, onij' a handful of British 
troops were keeping guard over the workshops. A sheikh with seven 
magnificent solid gold teeth came riding out of Tobruk to meet us. 
The town was running short of water and food, he said, and he had had 
enough. He had escaped the Italians and was returning to the desert 
with his wives, his camels and his sons. 

Keeping just beyond the point where the Italians were laying down 
a barrage, I drove on up to the coast to the west of Tobruk. We hit 
a fine road some twenty miles outside the town, and now at last the 
colours and can tours of the desert were subtly changing. A low yellow- 
ish scrub sprouted here and there, and the overnight dew lying heavily 
upon the desert had brought forth thin tender shoots of grass. The 
colours were gre5’-er than the W’'esteni Desert, more liquid and softer. 
The sun lost the edge of its harshness, and one’s eyes, strained from 
the glare of the yellow sand in Egypt, were rested. As we pushed on 
westward toward Derna aud Bomba, Bedouin tribesmen xau from their 
scrawny sack and-keroseue-tin settlements beside the way, crying 
“Sayeeda," which means, “Maj' you be lucky,” or perhaps “Go with God." 
The war was bringing them loot. We found they had already rifled 
a hospital aud two roadhouses which the Italians had erected in the 
empty desert. This road was a wonderful thing, solidly tarred, well 
banked and straight, and running a thousand miles to Tunis. Mussolini 
had all but driven it through to the Nile. Aud it was a strange sen- 
sation to ride here on this sound motor-road through enemy territory, 
one Italian army behind us at Tobruk, another in front at Derna* Yet 
beyond, Bedouin we saw no one, not even our own troops. It seemed 
impossible that the Italians should not try to rush this gap and break 
the siege on Tobruk. 

At. Gazala we judged it wiser to go back. True, the Derna garrison, 
immobile and undecided, was too fretful to patrol etren the intervening 
cliffs, but the night. was approaching and we had not one gun between 
us. To encircle Tobruk again wfi made the great loop southward through 
a desert as. empty as the sea. We came only upoii occasional British 
units that had pushed forward, into the waste. These men, .charged 
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with the job oi forever slauiniing the back door on the Italians, had all 
but lost touch with civilization. 'They had little contact with the rest 
of the ariuj'. Tliej' lived on bullj' and rationed water. They were 
never out of the danger none. Nor was it possible here to tell enemy 
from fiieiid in the distance, and convoys sighting one another on the 
horiaon would manoeuvre and reconnoitre like ships at sea. Once, 
seeing a long line ot tanks descending a chain of sand-dunes to the 
fuuili, we put on speed and fled. It was not worth the risk of enciiiir- 
ing whether they were British. 

Back at Bardia we found the Australians had already moved into 
position for the siege of Tobruk. A great quantity of new twenty-five- 
pounder gnus was moving up the road, and the supply convoys 
stretched back to Solium whei-e half a dozen British uierchaut ships 
w'ere dumping ammunition and foodstuffs and taking off prisoners. 
The problem of Tobruk differed only in detail from that of Bardia. 
The perimeter round the town was larger here — some thirty miles 
round the outer Hue of forts, nineteen round the inner, Tobruk itself, 
more than double the size of Bardia, housed a garrison of some twenty 
■ thousand, and for the first time dviliaus were enclosed. The tow'ii’s 
long straight harbour was the most valuable port between Alexandria 
and Bsnglmzi. Given it, we knew we could supply our forward troops 
from here and push on perhaps as far as Benghazi. 

The town of Tolmuk itself, like Bardia, was perched on a spit of 
white cliffs that formed the seaward flank of the harbour. Italian naval 
forces were established there, and from the half-sunken cruiser San 
Giorsw aud other vessels the Italians had brought ashore several 
naval gntis. “Bardia Bill” had been the troops' name for the big gun 
with which the Fascists had pounded Solium. And now Tobruk 
gunners vvere carrying on the tradition of Italian artillery, which was 
the one department of Italian arms that stirvived this’ campaign with 
honour. At Sidi Barraniand Solium, at Bardia and Tobruk and again 
later at Derna, it was the cneno’ artillery that struck to the eml often 
long after the infantry had fled. The Italians used old guns, some 
dating from the last war. Many of their shells were duds and their 
precision instruments far from precise. But especially when firing 
upon fixed targets they showed a skill and endurance beyond the 
level of the rest of the Italian army. 

Heavy , responsibility fell ttpou the gunners, for from this time for- 
ward the Italian air force dwindled aud finally disappeared altogelier 
from the sky. Daj' after day went by and fewer and fewer Fascist 
sittoencat^ against us, There was still some strafing of the troops, but 
now Hurricanes flying only thirty or forty feet above the ground were 
ranging back and frarth over the whole of , eastern Cyrenaica, blowing 
,iip . stuffy cats and transports, machine-gunning troops and gathering 
inlorniatiou oi the movements of the enemy. By the time Tobruk fell, 
.'t^Xtaliau air floice. WAS utterly defeated,, aud it was never afterwards 
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restored to siipeiioiitj\ When tlie enemy came again in llie air it was 
largely wdth German machines piloted hy Germans. 

IvOiigmore’s policy had succeeded brilliantly. From the first he had 
concentrated on damaging enemy aircraft on the ground by low-level 
machine-gun attacks. This jiut the enemy machines out of action long 
enough to etiable our troops to come up and seize the airfields. Around 
Tobruk I had already seen nearly a hundred aircraft canght in this way. 
From the town appeal after appeal was going out to Italy for help. 
From Mussolini came back only promises and encouragements. II Duce 
had no warships able to risk encounter with Cunningham in the Mediter- 
ranean — the tonnage he had a-plenty, but not the men. His Libyan air 
force had already seriously drained the air arniada at home both in 
men and machines. Graziaiii, back at Tripoli, still had more than 
double the numbers of the oue and a half divisions we were sending 
against him. But much of their transport and etiuipmeut was lost in 
Libya, and his generals, discouraged and bewildered at their failures, 
were eagerly electing to hold a line farther back rather than sally out 
rashly to the relief of Tobruk. 

There were good grounds for believing tliat Tobruk niighlhold. Its 
troops were seasoned and well dug in. They had learned lessons 
from Bardia. The British were extended and it was reasonable to 
assume that their infantry tanks w'oulcl soon be forced I>ack for over- 
haul. Graziani was still clinging to his theory of defensive t>ositiouR. 
Even so, it seems impossible that he would not have come out to meet 
us in pitched battle if he had known how few w’e were. Fantastic 
statements came pouring out of Eome. Four hundred thou.sand men, 
they said, had been sent into Cyrenaica by the British. Cut that figure 
by five times and it was still a gross exaggeration. Yet it is pos.sible 
that the Italians really believed they were outnumbered. 

One longed to meet and talk of these things with such a man as 
General Bergonzoli. He had eluded us on the escarpment. When 
the troops entered Bardia they found he had flown again, though when 
arid what route no one could say. Some believed him to be in 
Tobruk, where an Italian admiral was in command. 

The weather now w'as holding a steady sharp coldues,*;, the days 
tempered with sunshine, the nights starry and bitter. But toward the 
twentieth of January a sandstorm of such violence blew up that 
■telegraph poles w'ere uprooted, trucks overturned, and troops huddled 
to the ground, wrapping their blankets over their heads. Nothing in 
living niemory approached it, the veterans said. I tried to drive out 
of Bardia, but it was impossible to see even either side of the road, and 
we came back to the flimsy'' shelter of a bombed bouse where soon ' 
everything tras deep under layers of sand. In this tempest where.an ’ 
enemy might come up to within ten yards unseen, the Italians at the 
more remote outposts in the. perimeter kept firilng ofl. rounds eV^y 
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few niinutes. Obvionsls’ thej' were seeing imaginary shapes in the 
eerie lialf-light. All this was excellent. 

Then on Jaiinary 20th tlie R. A.F. and the Navy were tipou the 
town with an e%'eii greater weight of explosive than fell on Bardia. It 
was the same all over again. At dawn the Australians attacked. Thej' 
broke the perimeter and applied the general squeeze, English and 
Free French units coming in from the west. By that evening the 
attackers had reached every objective, and the troops in the vanguard 
were eight miles inside the perimeter. The attack continued under 
brilliant artillery fire all through the night. By noon of the following day 
the first troops were in the town and mopping up along the dockside. 

This was our biggest capture yet. In the harbour some dozen 
ships lay sunken or awash, among them the Marco Polo, fine pas- 
senger vessel, and the cruiser San Giorgio, now so battered that she 
looked like that last photograph of the Grat Spec down. On the 
waterfront valuable stores of w'ater, petrol, foodstuffs and ammunition 
were discovered in buildings sheltering under the portside rocks. The 
docks and some of the heavy cranes were intact. Black trails of 
smoke floated from burning buildings across the harbour and the town, 
A lorry park was found outside, covered with more than two hundred 
vehicles ranging from ten-tonuers to tiny ‘‘Toppolino" Fiat touring 
cars. The channel of the harbour was open, and soon British 
destroyers were feeling their way in with stores and water to speed the 
army on the way. With the capture of this port we had achieved here 
much more, than Bardia, and there was begun on that morning a tradi- 
tion of the British occupation of Tobruk that is likely to emerge as one 
of the vital phases of the war. 

The surrender was accepted in the town by an Australian briga- 
dier. The Italian adiuiral commanding and his staff, all shaven and 
itnmaculate in white, and a group of four haggard generals, received 
him. It had been a bitter engagement. The dead were still lying out, 
and the wounded were everywhere. It was no time for mincing words. 
“You have land mines laid in and around the town,” the Anstralian 
said. “I will take reprisals for the life of every one of mj’ men lost on 
those mines.” Quickly the Italians led Australian sappers to the mines 
and they were torn up. Booby traps were revealed, storage dumps 
opened, some two hundred guns handed over. More than fifteen 
thousand prisoners were gathered in for the long journey, some by sea, 
some by land, back to Alexandria. We had now in all some hundred 
thousand prisojiets, but Bergonzoli bad got away again. Twenty per 
cent, of the prisoners were found to be suffering from some form of 
chronic dysentery. 

Sickness, death and wounding enveloped Tobruk, Inside the town 
fires blazed. Shops, homes, offices, were torn up and their furniture 
and hduiehold jg;oods strewn across the roads. Walking through it, I 
felt ^dddhly stpkened at the destruction and the uselessness and the 
twis^e,. At this mouiettt of success I found only an unreasoning sense 
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of futility. The courage of the uight before had been turned so qnickh' 
to decay. And now the noise and the rushing and the light had gone, 
one walked through the streets kicking aside broken deck-chairs and 
suits of clothes and pot-plants and children’s toys. A soldier was 
fpdng eggs on the mahogany counter of the National Bank. A new 
fire leapt up in a furniture storehouse in the night, and the wine from 
the vats next door spilled across the road. Straj' cats swarmed over 
the rubbish. In the baj' a ship kept burning steadily. By its light the 
wounded were being carried down to the docks. 
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The capture of Derna was completed this ntoniing . — c.ttRO cojf- 
.MO^'IQUB, JANUARY 30X11, 1941. 


A FTER Tobruk the character of the campaign changed again. "It 
had been fluid at its start, then static at the Bardia and Tobruk 
stage ; now it was fluid again. This was desirable for the British cause, 
since it was manifestly to our advantage now to keep the euemy cm the 
run. At all costs he should not be given time to form a line. 

Nobody expected that Derna, a hundred miles by* road to the west, 
would be able to make a substantial stand. Nor after Derna was there 
any strongly fortified place before Benghazi. But the country here 
humped itself up three thousand feet into the range of the Green 
Mountaius — the Jebel Achdar — and was difficult. After Derna the road 
through the mountaius split into two brauches, one taking the . more 
northerly route past ancient Cirene, the other in the south passing 
through Slouta and Maraaa. The two roads enclosed the rich moorland 
area where Mussolini had settled thousands of his model colonists. At 
Barce, the western junction of the two ways, the settlement scheme 
flowered out into a rich valley. Thence a coastal road and an inland 
railway ran down to Benghazi, The rains were at hand, the distance 
great and the danger.? of ambush considerable, but already there were 
strong hopes that we would arrive at Benghazi. 

It was resolved then to send two Australian brigades directly along 
the coast toward Derna. Before the town the two brigades were to 
split, one to take Derna and proceed beyond it to Giovanni Berta, the 
other to take the cross-desert route south of Derna to the same desti- 
nation. At Giovanni Berta the brigades would split again, one taking 
the higher road to Barce, the other the lower. Then both would advance 
on Benghazi together. And, in fact, it all fell out better than anyone 
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hoped: Derna fell on January doth, Cireue February 3rd, Barce February 
7tli, Benghazi February yth. 

Mors than anything else it \%'as a war of engineers and artillery. 
Soineliines the Italian gnimers woitld stand for a day or two Bring 
npo.t fixed targets along the roadway. Often their engineers would 
esi'ilorjj gieat slabs of the mountainsides to block our pgth, or demolish 
briiiges and hairpin bends along the roads. Everj'where they could 
they '.aid land mines — I met one company of sappers which had 
degau.sed fifteen thon.sand, uprooting many of the metal boxes and 
stacking them beside the roadway. Time and again Italian labour gangs 
flung themseives upon some job of trench digging or building gun 
emplacements, only to find it was too late. The Australians advanc- 
ing iiuickls' upon them would discover nothing but freshly turned 
earth and equipment thrown away by the enemy in their flight. 

The kilometre stones told the storj' of the accelerated pursuit 
very clearly. An Italian gang had been set the rather futile job of 
destroying these stones so that we should never know how far we 
were from the towns ahead. Outside Derna the numbers were chipped 
off and the stones themselves uprooted bodily aud dumped across the 
roads as tanktraps. A few miles farther ou the Italians contented them- 
selves with merely chipping away the numbers. Then, with time get- 
ting shorter and the Australians hard upon them, they merely painted 
out the numbers. Finally, the kilometre stones outside Benghazi stood 
in their places untorrched. The engineers’ chisels were flung aside in 
a ditch. 

Time was everything, aud in that hectic three weeks between the 
fall of Tobruk and the taking of Benghazi the Italians w’ere never given 
a uioment’.s rest. Through every day light hour Hurricanes were 
swooping on them at three hundred miles an hour, or the Blenheims 
were bonibiug. Fighting patrols with anti-tank guns were for ever 
running far ahead of the advancing army aud taking garrisons bj' 
surprise. The Italian system of communications, always their weak- 
ness, broke down allogether, so tliat sometimes whole brigade staffs fell 
into our hands before they guessed we were within fifty miles of them. 

Soon transport was the only thing that held the British back. The 
roads were good, but there were manj’ detours to avoid mined bridges, 
and the trucks were overloaded; As each vehicle fell out, ordnance 
units set to work to replace it with a captured lorry. Since the 
majority of these captured lorries were in poor condition, the advance 
of the whole army was constantly checked and delayed by breakdowns. 
We never went a whole mile in some places without seeing some 
broken vehicle tossed aside in a ditch. In the end the brigade convoys, 
something, over thirty miles in length, struggled through the mud with 
a collection of every type of vehicle in Northern Africa; some with 
broken springs and bodies lashed with fencing wire; others being towed 
in groups of twos and threes and even , more; others which were a 
(mnglonmratioisi Of the good parts of several vehicles thrown; together. 
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Motor cycles, toiiriug cars, road-menders’ trucks aurl vebicles for 
drawing tractors and tanks — all were forced into service. In the end 
every able-bodied man got through. 

The country the men were asked to penetrate after T obruk was 
vastly different from the desert. Derna was an oasis of banana planta- 
tions and pomegranate groves, of lush vegetable gardens and leafy 
trees. Beyond, in the Green Mountains, you might have thought you 
were on the Yorksliire moors. A fresh uiountain wind blew and with 
it came heavs"^ rain and hailstones. The reddish-brown earth undulated 
into green valleys and hilltops dotted with shepherds’ flocks and neat 
while colonial homesteads, all built to the same standardized pattern, 
all modern, all surrounded, with neat hedges and home gardens. The 
villages were trim, hygienic and attractive — if yonr taste runs to 
ordered rows of white cottages and streamlined town halls and sewer- 
age works. All this was a great change from the desert. It relieved 
Its of the problem of water and presented us with another difficulty — 
mud . . . red, clinging, loamy mud that frothed up round the axles of 
the cars and sent them skidding round in the opposite direction to the 
one in which they were going ; mud that bogged tanks. and stained the 
men up to their waists ; mud that got iuto your food and yonr eyes and 
your hair; mud that was cold and very very dirty. 

But the first hundred miles were the best. In fair weather we rode 
oil past Bomba toward Derna on a perfect road. Idlile by little the 
scattered bushes grew to shrubs and even at last to clumps of trees 
and a few palm groves. Bomba fell easily. But on Derna aerodrome, 
a great red plain lying above the thousand-fool seaclifis with the towu 
below, the Italians stood and fought. Wadi Derna, a ragged valley 
that struck iuto the hills, was for a few days death to enter. A few com- 
panies of Australians charged the aerodrome above with the bayonet 
and made themselves masters of its storehouses and buildings. The 
two sides were so mingled at first that the leading Australian platoon 
lodging in a hangar heard Italian voices through the night. In the 
first light of morning they saw, not three hundred yards away, four 
Italian tanks. The tank crews were cooking breakfast. Scarcely 
daring to breathe, the Australians whispered urgently down their field 
telephone for anti-tank guns, and the Italians were blown up before 
they finished breakfast. 

The aerodome with its twenty wrecked machines was now onrs, 
but unexpectedly about forty Italian guns firing from the other side 
of Wadi Derna turned upon it an uninterrupted cannonade of shellfire. 
The shells kept bursting . and bursting as though they would never 
stop. I crouched beneath the flimsy protection of a hangar door, with 
a Libyan prisoner who kept saying toime : ' "I don't waut to slay here. 
I’ve surrendered. Why don’t they take me back bfehind the lines?” 

. "What does he say?” ■ asked the Australian sergeant. 

"He says be doesn’t like it,” I translated. 
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“Tell him %ve don't like it, either,” said the sergeant. 

T told him. 

“Then,” the Libyan protested, “why don’t we all go back?" It 
did seem at that lime a first-elass idea. 

Tliis was a bad shelling while it lasted. And it lasted three or 
Itinr ilay.s. The Italian.? had e\-ery hnilding on the aerodrome regis- 
tered, and the bnildiiigs were the only cover. One evening they 
shelle<i a tdaloon of Australians back from the open into the admini- 
strative block; then they hit the block and shelled the Australians out 
the V>ack door and up the hillock behind. Once again the Italians got 
on to them, and the Australians were inirsiied with a chain of bursting 
shellfire across the aerodrome into another building aud out of that. 

Watching from only four hundred yards away, where it was quite 
safe, that incident seemed funny to the rest of us. I do not think it 
is funny now, bnt it was then, at a moment when one was keyed to 
meet the tension at the front and the small manners of living were 
diminished or forgotten entirely. 

One lived there exactly aud economically, aud straightly, depend- 
ing greatly on one’s companions in a world that was all black or white, 
or perhaps death instead of living. Most of the things it takes you a 
long time to do iu peace-time — to shave aud get up in the morning, for 
example — are done with marvellous skill and economy of effort at the 
front. Little things like an unexpected drink become great pleasures, 
and other things which one might have thought important become 
suddeuli' irrelevant or foolish. In a hunter’s or a killer’s world there 
are sleep and food and warmth and the chase and the memory of 
women and not much else. Emotions are reduced to anger and fear, 
and perhaps a few other things, but mostly anger and fear, tempered 
somelime.s with a little gratitude. If a man offers you a drink in a city 
bar, the offering is little and the drink still less. You appreciate the 
offering and often give it more importance than the drink. At the front 
the drink is everything and the offering merely a mechanical thing. It 
i,s never a gesture, but a straight practical move as part of a scheme of 
giving and receiving. The soldier gives if he can and receives if he 
can’t. There is no other way to live. A pity this is apparent and 
imperative only in the neighbourhood of death. 

, We would spend the day. at the observation post of our sixty- 
pounder gnus that were demolishing the enemy batteries one by one, 
and return to our lodgings iu a deserted gatage on the aerodrome at 
night. It was exposed and under fire, but the walls were fairly solid 
and the Italians, did not seem to be interested in it. One night while 
the blitz was on we achieved, in honour of the artillery major and his 
captain, a dinner of wiaej vegetable stCw, sauce, fruit, tea and brandy 
r-a rare mefll th»t timi*. 
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The fall of Derua depended greatly npon the fall of a certain l<ort 
Riidero, which the Italians were using as an observation and sniping 
post. In the first advance one Australian company was all but wiped 
out trying to take it from the seaward side, and another company 
attacking it from the wadi inland had to be withdrawn. The final 
attempt came one forenoon, when the red earth was washed and new 
after a heavy shower at night. The barrage had begun afresh, and a 
staid slow flight of Savoias — the last we were to see— had been over 
bombing until it ran into a lone Hurricane coming back from patrol 
into Libya. The Anstralians forgot the shelling, forgot inomentaiily 
the wounded nearby and their hunger, and raised a cheer as the 
Hurricane dived straight through the Italian machines and sent one 
droppiug with that breath-taking fateful slowness to the red desert. 
Its bursting flames rose from behind the wreckage of the other broken 
aircraft on the field. 

The Italian shells were falling twenty and thirty yards away from 
us, tearing off bits of the hangar, blasting our eardrums and raising 
billows of red dust from the quickly drying earth. Through the noise 
and blast another Australian company advanced toward us — dark, 
little figures marching slowly with heads down in little lines across 
the open airfield. “Good troops,” the brigadier had been saying back 
at brigade headquarters, just before this engageraent, “will never be 
stopped by shelling.” Yet this was hard. The Italian artillery obser- 
vers could actually see them. The little lines drew’ level with the 
hangar and passed on up to the ridge beyond which no one had yet 
advanced. For a moment I watched them pause in the full face of 
the enemy shelling on the open crest of the ridge and then they 
disappeared over the top of it. By the time I had crawled up to the 
ridge iu a lull in the firing they had crossed the valley to the next 
rise, the one that ran straight down into Derna only three miles away. 

I joined a Vickers-gun unit that was shooting the Italian positions 
just ahead of the advaudng Australians. The British sighted first on an 
enemy observation post, silenced it, and then turned their fire on some 
trucks. My ridge and the ridge on which the Australians were advanc- 
ing lay parallel. The intervening valley’ was filled with Italian shell- 
fire. We gave it an hour or two and then followed. It seemed certain 
that Rudero, the objective, had fallen. We went on foot, taking a 
wide sweep round to the right away from the Italian positions, and 
came up under the fort with a party of Australian water-carriers. 

Rudero had not fallen, but there was something strange and quiet 
about the place. After the heavy fighting along the beach yesterday 
its gitns had not spoken. We were clinging now to the side of a cliff 
so precipitous that it was not easy to stand, upright, and the soldiers 
in this sector had been here twentydonr hours without , food or wateoTi 
As soon as they had eaten, the company was ordered forward to take 
the fort. We clambered first on to a pinnacle of the cM where, all, 
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IVrna broke swldeiily into view, a lliotisand feet below. . .the most 
startliui^lv pleas.'iut sisht one could conceive after so long a time iu the 
desert. We were looking right into the town as from an aeroplane, 
liuw after row of stont, snow-white bouses reached down to the grace- 
ful skv-blue harbour. A steamer, bombed by the R.A.F. and fired by 
the Ttaliaiis, lay sinking at the jeUy. Close by rose a high iiiodernislic 
hotel and beyoiid that was the main street leading to the Hghllionse. 
One or tw-i'cars were going along this street. A few people w'ere 
moving in front of the shops. A great grove of spreading palms made 
a cool green pool of colonr iu the centre of the town. 

While we ga';ed down, the Anstralian riflemen had gone ahead 
through the baibed wire and surrounded Rudero, a rougli stone pile 
perhap.s five Imudred yards square. No sign of the etieiny appeared 
and the soldiers relaxed a little. Some of them made iu a bunch to- 
ward the side door. Ouce more then the enemy had vanished in the 
night. Concerned that he would miss a good picture, an officer with 
me. who was taking photographs for the War Office, called the men 
back and asked them to re-enact their passage through the barbed 
w’ire. Readily tire men agreed. Tw'ice the photographer rehearsed 
them through it, and then, the pictures taken, w'e all went up to the 
fort together to see what the enemy had left behind. 

It was full of Italians. While we had posed for photographs fifty 
yards away outside, they had stood there with their rifles waiting 
dumbly to surrender. They lurked in the cellars and the stone i)as- 
sages ; they stood in the central courtyard surrounded by the wreckage 
of our shell-bursts. They smoked, they stood packing their kits, of 
kneeling to get a last drink of water from a broken wooden barrel. 

The Australians, recovering from tlieir surprise, presented their 
bayonets and ran through every room aud dugout until tlie prisoners 
were herded together in the main courtyard. They even unearthed a 
couple of white puppies born just before the bombardment began. 
Revolvers wfere grabbed from the Italian officers and rifies, from their 
men. It was all done very quickly, and soon a platoon was on its way 
down the other side of the ridge to silence an Italian machine-gun post 
that was still pinging spasmodically up the hill. Farther back, 
six hundred yards away, I could still see odd groups of Italians on the 
run, but suddenly our artillery got on to them and they disappeared in 
clouds of blown dust and rock. 

Tliree of us — the photographer and two war correspondents — were 
asked to_ escort the three, senior Italian officers back to our own lines. 
.The Italian major was obviously overstrained and tired. He leaned 
heavily on his dignity. The junior lieutenant, scarcely more than a boy, 
had wept under the machine-gun fire and again when he had asked me 
■whet^r he would be shot out offhand or later. , (It was a lie. delibera- 
tely., fostered by the Fascist command that AustrahVn'' too’” no 
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prisoners.) vSo then the six of us — ^Ihe three Italian officers and we 
three— set off together afoot. The major was so confused he led ns 
straight on to a field of Italian land mines and we circled back to the 
main road just in lime. 

I was beginning to chat freel}’ with Tenente Alberto Pogliese, a 
lawyer from Rome, when a round of machine-gnu bullets tore through 
the space between us. I was the first to hit the ditch beside the road, 
with the tenente on top of me, and there we lay while the bullets ripped 
up the road a foot away. Clearh' the Ilalian snipers had that spot mark, 
ed. Every time we raised our heads bullets started spurting past agmu. 

“It’s your machine-gun," Pugliese said. 

“It’s not,’’ I said. 

"All right,” he said, “i’ll stand up, and if they don’t fire when 
they see my uniform, we’ll know it’s Ilalian and I’ll ask them to stop. 
If they do fire, wie’ll kuotv it’s British. Then you stand up too and ask 
them to stop.” 

I looked at him hard, but he was apparently serious. '‘Yon stay 
right where you are,” I told him coldly. Not for anyone on earth was 
I going to stand up. My further embarrassment was saved by the 
arrival of an Australian officer who called us to come on. We ran for 
it then until we had cover and were behind our own lines. Pugliese 
and the others went off toward the rear by truck with their two fox- 
terriers, Tobruk and Deriia (Bardia, their third dog, had been killed). 

These officers were typical Italians, voluble and assertive once 
they were certain no reprisals were going to be taken upon them. 
Pugliese had argued with me in the ditch; “We would have gone on 
shooting, but where was the point when your guns are twice as good 
as ours ? Anyway, we could not have gone back to Italy after this 
failure. As for Italy— well then, if what you say is true and the Ger- 
mans are taking over the country, then good, the farce is over. But don’t 
think there will be revolution yet. There are many like me who have 
got nothing out of Fascism, but we don’t dislike it enough to rebel 
against it. Even if we hated it, what could we do about it ?’’ 

Yes, what could they, do? The machine had started turning and 
only exhaustion now would stop it. They could surrender to us. But 
never to themselves. 

We drove back to Force Headquarters that night to send out 
messages. It was a strange sensation, writing dispatches away here in 
the blue, never knowing whether they would get back to (^iro, let 
alone Eondon and New York. We had been away now so long with- 
out word from the outside world that I, for one, had lost luy “news 
sense” — that sense of proportion you have that tells you whether a 
thing is worth writing or not. Everything here to us at this minute 
was vital and trammed with interest. But was it interesting to the 
Home Guard in England, to the sheep farmer in Australia and the 
commuter in New York? You juSt couldn’t know. So, in the end 
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I iiseil to fiml tiivsiiH inittiiis clown what I had seen and felt without 
trying to make a rounded “story" of it. and without the slightest idea 
ol'wliether it was worth while puhlishing or not. 

The circunistauces in which we wrote were slrauge. We typed on 
the backs of trucks, on beaches, in deserted houses, in gun eniplace- 
ineuts and tents. We hoisted our typewriters on kerosene cases, on 
bathtubs and rolls of kit, on humps of sand and the steps of cars, or 
just perched them on onr knees. We wrote by candlelight or lamp- 
light, or with an electric torch shining on to the paper. And in the 
end we could write anywhere at any hour of the day or night — any- 
where, that is, except during a bombardment, for I tried it and failed 
niiserabl}'. 

And now, driving through a thickening sandstorm, we groped 
about in the collection of galvanized huts for a place to sit down and 
write. Vv'e found the Intelligence but at last, and a corner of the table 
there, and wrote. That night we slept in another iron shed, dignified 
with the name of Force- Headquarters Mess. Other strays like ourselves 
had wandered in, and we bedded down around the concrete floor as 
soon as dinner was done. The wind ripped part of the roof off during 
the night, sheet by slieet and rain splashed in. The banging of 
iron against iron was like an air raid, only more irritating. Bomba was 
a desolate place. We were glad ‘to get back to the front. 

Two nights after this, shortly before midnight, the Italians stopped 
firing. They had lield on gallautl3% Now their ammunition was run- 
ning out. They packed what they could of their equipment andescaped 
quietly down the coastal road in the darkness. The first Australian 
patrols entered the town the following morning. The road that plunged 
off the cliff into Derna had been cruelly blasted, but the sappers had 
it clear enough before the day was out, and the troops rode down. 

We did uot tide with tlienv. We missed all this. It was one of 
those wrong decisions, inevitable sooner or later. We had thought that 
Derna would hold a day or two longer, and while the town,, unknown 
to us, rvas actually being evacuated by the enemy, we were driving far 
south-ward across the desert to visit the Armoured Division at Mekili. 
It was an all-das' run over a fresh rolling stretch of semi-desert in 
brilliant sunshine. We should have been warned that we were making 
a false move, for along the bad open stretch at the beginning which 
was under enemy observation we were not fired on. Following likely 
tracks, by compass and by guessing and by questioning a Roman 
Catholic fwiest who suddenly appeared across the desert, • we found 
MeHli at last and the Armoured Division, They had had none of the 
spoils that fell to the men on the coast and were very short of supplies. 
We exchanged a couple of cases of Italian mineral w'ater for a tin of 
army biscuits, and spent tlie night pleasantlj’ beside the broken fort. 

; The Armour^ Division had fought a quick engagement here, and 
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now that the Italians had fled, the officers did not know what was to he 
their next objective. But they suspected. Already the plan tor the 
great desert march that was to come bad been discussed, arid a brigadier 
hinted something was in the wind. But next morning a signaller came 
casnally to our truck and said; “Derna’s gone." I pocked my head 
out ot my sleeping-bag, “What?” 

“Just heard it ou the B. B. C.," said the signaller. 

We could not believe it. It seemed impossible that the B. B. C. 
thousands of miles away had beaten us to the news of something only 
fifty miles from us — something which we had waited for days to 
happen. We packed, jumped into the truck, took a compass hearing 
straight across the desert, and set off for the coast. As we drew into 
another British camp on the way, a wireless was blaring out across the 
desert: “Derna fell last night." It was true, then. The official 
communiqud, as always, had between us. And we had made a first- 
class blunder in leaving the coast front. 

Miserably rve drove ou throngh the midday heat, arguing about 
our compass direction. I was convinced we were driving straight into 
the enemy lines; the others thought we were headed for the Nile, This 
is just something the desert does to you. In the end we hit our 
objective dead centre — a dry wmter-well — and ran on at a speed that 
bumped our reserve petrol tins into shapeless empty lumps of metal. 
The silence of the coast when we got there made it all too painfully 
clear — Derna had fallen. We were met in town by the other corres- 
pondents who had been there for hours. Competition among us was 
strong. It was, in a way, the most galling moment of the whole 
campaign. 



Benghazi is 
7th, 1941. 


in our hands. — Cairo commoniquk, Rkukcary 


■p^BB-NA WAS ail that its distant view had promised. The main 
^ road wound between palms into streets of high cool buildings and 
spreading bougainvillsea and flow'ering shrubs. Big gardens lay round 
the hospital, and the Governor's palace stood among shaded lawns and 
fountains at the edge of the sea. The local Arabs had gone through the 
town and the bazaars, looting, the night before, after the Italians had 
left, and there had been a paying off of old scores in the few hours 
before the, arrival of the Australian army. Bront doors had been 
broken open and furnitare looted and destroyed, 

Bvetythinv in the European quarter was modern — modern and 
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Standardized to the wth tiresome degree. It was strange to come down 
from the desert into this super-suburbia where the curtains and the 
chair coverings came in three uattj' shades; where the dining-room suites 
in real old mafaogaiij' and three-ph- were in strict iieo-Fascist tradition, 
and China Cupids stood upon the standardized mantelpieces. Some 
three or tour designs had been selected for the houses, and the colonist 
apparently just picked the one he liked l)est, ordered a set of furniture, 
and tnoved in. Much of the stuff was good and comfortable, but the 
tinsel and the regimentation broke through. Yet nothing could have 
destroyed everj’one’s pleasure in these gardens, or the luxury of a 
roof from the rain, and a hot bath. 

We selected awhile single-story villa close to the sea, richly hung 
with flowering bougainvillrea, and moved in. Except for minor looting, 
everything had been left as it was, and soon we had good wines on the 
table and a fire going. I wallowed in the bath, washing away a week’s 
dirt, and, walking naked into the next room, was somewhat taken 
aback to And a telephone with its owner’s name let into the base of the 
instrument~‘‘His Excellency Marshal Graziaui.” Several soldiers 
tramping in long columns through the town that night slipped aside to 
splash a bit in the Marshal’s bath, while we drank his wines and ate 
from his dinner service. 


Old Electric Wliiskers had bobbed up again. He was in comiuaud 
here, they said. But once more he bad vanished. 

For three nights we slept in Derua on made beds. We lived 
luxurionsls'i and friends would drop iu to taste our cooking and selec- 
tion of wines. Two officers driving up from the rear left cards on us 
and we sent them a couple of bottles of the Marshal’s better brandy! 
Each clay we would drive out to the front that kept eating steadily into 
Cyrenaica. Since we had come down off the cliffs we had to ascend 
them again outside Derua, _ and here the Italians had chosen to blow 
three large boles out of their fine road that wound up the mountainside. 
Once over those we were well on our way to our rendezvous with the 
other brigade at Giovanni Berta. The advance was going so quickly 
now that it was not always possible to tell whether the forts and 
villages off the main line of advance had been taken or not. In this 
Cbfford of the Captain Geoffrey Keating, our con- 

ducting officer, and myself came to the fort of Ain Mara, hist before 
Giovanni Berta, 


\\ e h^ been cruising along in our truck for an hour or two behind 
‘ "“straliau troops, enjoying the freshness and greenness 

ol the aills and the sight of occasional farmhouses. As there had been 
no contact with the enemy since the previous night, we decided to cut 
across from the front line to the left of the main road. The rough 
^ack, through high scrub and tocky red hills, took us to an ancient 
^rkish fortress. Prom that high point an Arab shepherd showed us 
th® landmarks in the no-manVland that lay ahead, Ain Mara, we had 
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heard back at Advance Headquarters, was to have been taken that 
morning, and we swept its two stone forts carefully through glasses. 
No soldier showed on the lamparts and no flag flew from, the watch- 
tower. A few Arabs in brilliant red cloaks made tiny spots of colour 
on the cultivated hillside. The colonists’ white houses just over the 
crest of Ain Mara ridge seemed deserted. Shellfire sounded well 
around to the left — doubtless where the other brigade was coining up. 
The first brigade was somewhere out of sight on our right as we began 
to bump forviard over the rocks to the fort. Twice we jumped from 
the truck and scrambled for shelter among the underbrush when low- 
flying bombers went by. Then, watching for land mines, we drove up 
the broad gravel path to the nearest of the two stone forts. 

Clearb', the Australians had not arrived. I kicked the gate open. 
The cohble-stoiied courtyard was empty. A key stood invitingly in the 
door o( the guard house. Over the place was the unnatural hush you 
got somelitnes at the front. It seemed even to drive the birds and the 
animals away. Then a turhaned head shot up over the stone wall 
opposite, followed closely by two more. I called out to them, and 
three Libyan soldiers scrambled quickly over the wall and came forward, 
grinning and repeating, “Buou arrivata.’’ Then things began to happen 
more quickb'. Nrom holes and caves in the rocks, men, women and 
childreii began pouring out over the hillside. Every group waved a 
white flag — bits of sheeting torn from the Italian officers’ beds. The 
biggest flag of all was tacked to a sapling and borne down the road by 
an Arab sheikh — a fine, grey-headed old man wearing an Italian Army 
tunic, and supported on either side by two native non-commissioned 
officers. The men from the village fell into step in a ragged crowd 
behind them. 

Ten paces from us the sheikh halted, hitched his banner up a little 
higher and flung out his right hand in salute. He made us a formal 
speech in Italian that went something like this : 

“Ou behalf of the village and the fort I welcome you to Ain Mara. 
Your enemies the Italians have fled. After lunch yesterday they 
retreated over the hills beyond Giovanni Berta, and now we formally 
surrender the fort to you. We are most thankful you are here. We 
have beeii wmting three months for this happy day. Long live liberty. 
Long live England.” , 

I really think he meant it- He led us on to the main fort,, 
ceremoniously produced the keys, and flung back the door. In we all 
went, though there was nothing much to see. The Italians had taken 
everything of value. Erom the battlements one looked down on 
ploughlands of Ain Mara's green valley where the purest and freshest 
spring in all Cyrenmea flowed from the rocks. The Fascists had been 
at work on a powerful new pumping plant here. Here, too, was the 
spot where they used first to sight raiding British aircraft and raise the 
alarm in Derna. 

As we came down from the fort to join the main road by dndtheT 
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route, the women of the village gathered on the rocks nlulatiug shrilly, 
a simiile greeting, but embarrassing. We rejoined the_ road ahead of 
the main column of Australians at a point where tlie Italians had blown 
Ain Mara bridge. A patrol of sappers had just arrived. Afoot we 
scrambled up the culvert to meet them, and then stood rooted where 
we were as a hearty Australian voice roared across the stream; “You 
are stauding iu the middle of a minefield.’’ It was only jnsl possible to 
see the long sinister outline of the boxes at our feel as we tiptoed past 
them up to the wrecked bridge. A few minutes later the sappers 
walked boldly on to the field. One after another they prodded at the 
mines, knelt and flipped back the lids, dug the detonators out with their 
fingers and flung them away. In seven minutes they had thirty useless 
mines stacked beside the way. Overnight they bad the bridge restored. 

And so it went on after this, the Italians for ever seeking somehow 
to delay and harass the steady oncoming lines of tanks, lorries and 
grtus. Giovanni Berta fell, and the two brigades rode on again. Tert 
on one road offered nothing against ns ; nor did Abragh on the other. 
Lnigi di Bavoia collapsed, and we came into Cirene, once a place of a 
million Romans and the birthplace of the man who went to the help of 
Christ on the Cross. Nobly still its ruins rose out of the hillside, the 
marble tintecl pink when I saw it in the late afternoon. Below lay 
Roman Apollorira on the sea : all this valley was rich in antiguity. 

Graziani had lately rrrade his headquarters here in the cumbersome 
hotel that stood massively on the hill beside the delicate Roman 
columns. Here, as everywhere, there bad been nrnch looking. The 
Arabs had turned at last on the Italian settlers left defenceless by the 
retreating Italian anrry. In the gap before the arrival of the British they 
bad cut loose to pillage and burn and loot and destros'. With tears the 
Italian settlers implored us everywhere to stay and guard them. Even 
their women were not safe, they said. They brought us gifts of fresh 
eggs and loaves and fruit and cheese aud wine. 

The whole problem was presented neatly to us here iu Cirene. In 
the barracks on the hill above the modern village we came on two 
Italian gendarmes still armed. They had rounded up some twenty 
Arab looters and locked them in barracks without, so far as one could 
discover, food or water. For days the Arabs had been confined there 
tvith these guards watching them. And now what to do ? We had no 
guard to leave. Manifestly men could not be imprisoned without food 
or water. Nor cwld enemy soldiers be left at large with their rifles. 
The choice of action was not mine to take, but I did not agree when the 
British officer in charge took the rifles from the gendarmes and liberated 
the ikabs, who immedffitely ran delightedly across the compound, 
shouting: ‘ Viva Inghilierral” This treatment could have been inter- 
preted by them as no other than licence to continue theh looting, and 
I suapect they were already at it before we left the villa°:e. 
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_ For iny part, war or uo war, I wonkl have left the seiit-larmos with 
their litles, tor the old hates among the Arabs were rnsuiiug high. 
Many in this fertile region had been dispossessed of their lands nr 
thrown off the couimnual holdings to make wa.v fur the Italian .settlers. 
The fact that the Italian was developing Cyrenaica heyoiul the Ai ah's 
furthest capabilities was uo compensation to tlic Arab. He was being 
forced to work and even to pay taxes. The coming of the British was 
taken In’- some to mean that all the Italians had bnilt tip would be 
iminedialeb' handed over to the Arabs. Obviouslv’ that could nut be, 
since the lai ms, the butter factories, the water wurk.s and sewerage and 
the power plants would have collapsed into chans in three months. 

But the Seuussi tribesmen had waged bitter war with the Italians 
and they were not forgiving. Was it not Graziani himself, Giaziaiii the 
butcher, who had taken the chieftains of the Seuussi in chains and had 
them flung down upon Kufra from an aeroplane ? True or not, the 
story was believed, and fed by the natural wild spirits of the j-ouths, 
the Arabs were now carrying the knife into the Italian settlers’ homes. 

It was no easy problem for General Sir Henry Maitland Wilson, 
who had just been appointed military Governor of Cyrenaica. But at 
this moment the problem was secondaiy, and we were concerned only 
to push on. Sloiitafell, and Maraua, and now every man knew that 
it was Benghad itself that was our object. 

Clifford, Keating and I, with our driver, a lad from South Wales, 
ran on again iii our Morris truck to the head of the column travelling 
down the southern road. For a lime we kept with the Bren-gun 
carriers, scouting on ahead, and as piisoners were being roped in, we 
acted as interpreters. The danger of mines ahead was the chief concern, 
and when one prisoner protested to us tliat there were neither mines 
nor opposition of any kind between us and Barce, the Australian 
colonel commanding said: "All right. Tell him to get into that truck 
and drive two hundred yards ahead of us. Tell him ii he tries to make 
a holt for it we will machine-gun him.” 

' We told him. The man was haggard and very afraid, but he had 
no choice but to obey. And if we bad taken a hint from the udsdom 
of the colonel, then ■ Clifford and Keathig and I and our driver might 
have been more comfortable that night. But at that moment a major 
of the Armoured Division suddenly appeared with a fighting patrol of 
armonred cars. He had cut across from the open desert to the south. 
And now this major offered to patrol aliead of the Australian army, and 
we were invited to go along. 

Steadily the tracks of the retreating enemy got warmer along the 
road. An Italian colonel and staff ofScer who were lr5dng to round up 
their utterly disorganized forces were captured. Then we came on 
whole bunches of Italians., They said the road ahead was clear for 
some miles at leasti Hurricanes had just , passed that way, making: a 
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frightful wreckage on the road where the3' had caught and overturned 
several lorries full of men. The vehicles were uprooted bodily from 
the track, and the unwouuded passengers frantically waved while hand- 
kerchiefs at us as we passed by._ The road now in the early evening 
turned into wooded undulating hills. 

And then at last we were on the enemy. A group of Italians in 
green uniforms were laying mines in abend in the road. They dropped 
the mines and fled into the bushes at the sound of the leading 
armoured car and our truck following next in line. There were two 
more armoured cars following iminedialelj' behind us. We could still 
see and hear the Italians in the bushes, but, having seen so many 
surrender already*, it did not seem worth while giving them a burst of 
machine-gun fire. British officers and men jumped out of the vehicles 
and began tearing up the mines to make the road safe for the Austra- 
lian troops now advancing up the road some miles farther back. As 
they worked, the Italians, about half a dozen in all, emerged on to the 
road a little higher up and stood watching us. It was strange they did 
not surrender. “Give them a burst,” someone began to saj', and then 
from the hill ahead a long whining scream of bullets came at us down 
the roadway. We were ambushed. The enemy were in force. Breda 
guns, two-ponnders and mortars crashed their shell dead among us. 
Clifford and I made for the wooded bank on the left, but it was 
hopeless — the enemy were firing almost at point-blank range, two or 
three hundred j'ards away. The rest of the British patrol also tried to 
make for cover, some of them shooting as they ran. One Breda-gun 
burst set the armoured car next to ours ablaze, killing the men inside. 
I heard the muffled scream of another man, hit half a dozen times in llie 
legs, being gallantly dragged back along the gutter by his comrades. 
The enemy’s tracer-bullets made long criss-cross sheaths of light 
down the road. 

Then I saw Keating, full in the face of the fire, running down the 
line of empty armoured cars trj-ing to get first-aid kit. Our driver had 
beeu cruelly hit on the arm by an explosive bullet as he had leaped 
from the truck. I ran over to him, tearing off a bandage from a sore 
on my knee, but he was huddled crookedly in the shadow drainage 
gutter, quickly drendiing in his blood. Clifford joined me, and 
together we tore off his greatcoat and cut away his sweater and shirt. 
But then the Italians creeping closer saw us — the last of the British left 
around the cars. They blew our truck to bits while we lay four yards 
away trying to stem the wounded man’s flow of blood. Then Keating, 
who had soniehow got up th^ roadway, joined us with afirst-aid pad which 
we fixed in the wounded mau’s atm. The fire was very close and very 
heavy and our coyer not moire than eighteen inches, so we had to stop 
and lie still from time totirae. Then a piece of shrapnel struck Keat- 
ing, in the fbreairm, while a bullet tore a ragged hole in his leg. He fell 
forward softly upon the driver in, the shallow trench, Clifford wa" 
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nicked neatb’ iu the behind. Another bullet passed throngh the folds 
of the_ sleeve of iny greatcoat, and, certain I was hit, I reinembet wait- 
ing frigidly for the pain to come. 

By now the line of cars was blazing, and although the enemy could 
see Clifford and me alone, trying to bind up the wounded men, they 
concentrated all their fire upon us. It was madness then to slay. We 
dragged the driver into a bust — I pulling him by the heels, Clifford 
pushing his shoulders. Keating, who continued directing us, urged ns 
to go ahead wfiile he looked after himself. He, too, succeeded in follow- 
ing^ slowly. Forcing the driver to his feel — he was in great pain, but 
trying^ very hard to help u.s — we crouched and dodged from bush to bush. 
All this was at dusk, aud as we crossed each open space the Italians 
unloosed their lire again. Three hundred yards back in a ditch rre 
were forced to stop and dress the wounded men again. Then with niy 
arm round Keating, and Clifford’s supporting the driver, we began a 
long bad walk back to our own lines. The shelling eased slightly after 
a few minutes, and soon our only concerns were whether we w'oiild 
make the distance and whether or not we would be fired upon by our 
own troops. But with a rush of gratitude I heard English voices in 
the darkness, and, raising our voices, we got an answer. 

Evan as we hoisted the wounded on to a Breu-gun carrier, Austra- 
lian patrols were coming up to encircle the hill and take if. In a chill 
bare cottage by the roadside a doctor operated upon the two men under 
the light of hurricane lamps. Someone gave Clifford and me a swig of 
water aud some cold tunny-fish. In the night an ambulance came and 
took our wounded off. Clifford and I lay on stretchers and slept. 

We went back next day when the hill was won, to salvage what we 
could from the wrecked truck, but it was next to nothing. Smashed 
cameras aud typewriters, bedding rolls riven rvitb bullets, suitcases 
battered into shapelessness, lay strewn about. Even our fine Parmesan 
cheese was pitted like a Gruy^re, and a tin of army biscuits had all but 
reverted to its original flour. Razors, glasses, compasses, revolvers, 
water bottles — everything was smashed. 

We had no food now and practically no clothes. Apart from my 
great coat, all I was able to salvage was the uniform 6f an Italian 
sailor — stuff I had got at Tobruk — and iu that uniform I stayed until 
the end of the campaign. 

We were sitting forlornly there among our wreckage when the other 
war correspondents arrived, and we clambered aboard their vehicle. 
There was no lime to lose. The advance was going very quickly now. 

Baree, when we first sighted it, was erupting with a. series of heavy 
explosions. The Italian rearguard, working with time-bombs, were 
smashing the water works, the electric-power plant and anything else 
they cohld lay hands on. Smoke, black, while and red, billowed up in 
great mushrooms over the neat white town. It did, not see^ to 
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to tlie Fascists that the thoiisaiuls of Italians they left behind would 
have no water, light or heat. Across Eatce's wonderfully fertile valley 
tl'.al niiglu have been anywhere in Doiset or Devon, the colonist’s trim 
while hoi’.ses were stretched in n.ws to the horizuii, all ol them slielter- 
ius little ;;rimps of frightened, aiiximis people. The steep road hefort- 
us whining into BarCe hail oeeti hiwwn at matiy places and sown 
with mines. TIalHinished anti-tank trenches made scars across the 
mountainside. 

An Anstialian officer and six men w'eiit down a loot and restored 
ordtr to that lovely valley’. Settlers escorted them to the town’s best 
hotel for a hot dinner, and soon the nastily reformed town ciuincil was 
getting the life of the town hack to uonual. The rest of the Anstialian 
army, who would uot wait lor the repair of the coastal road, cut inland 
over eartli tracks beside the railway running directly into Benghazi. 

We came to the railway in the darkness and pouring rain, and 
groped along it until we got to a deserted railway station. An Arab 
boy with a lamp lit ns through the empty ticket-office and upstaits to 
the bare stone-floored rooms, ivhere presumably the station master had 
lived. His reports showed that the last train had gone through at 3-10 
p.iu. two days before. The telephone to Benghazi was still working but 
when we tried to ring through there was no answer — just a confused 
bu/ziug oil the line. We built fires in the house to make tea and a stew. 

As we ate, more troops came in — about half a dozen of them. They 
were in high spirits. They had been generously served with wine by 
the peasants, and now’ they were detennined to go on to Benghazi by 
themselves without w’sitiug for orders. They had picked up au ambu- 
lance somewhere in Barce and now they W’auted petrol from us. One 
of the men was festooned with captured Italian revolvers. He was full 
of good noisy humour, and be twirled the revolvers round and round 
on his forefingers- We gave them a little petrol, and the ambulance set 
off crazily in the darkness. Amazingly, we saw it still going the next day. 

Deep in the night I woke and heard a loud tearing noise on the rail- 
w’ay outside. Some of the others heard it too and sal up. It was a 
heavy rumbling in the rain, and whether it was a runaway truck or some 
ghost-train in the night I do not know — we were loo sleepy to care. 

A kind of frenzy possessed the Australians now in their utter deter- 
mination to have Benghazi at once, I cannot conceive that anything 
would have stopped them from that Wednesday night on. But now 
hail and rain came that turned the countryside into red mud ahd slush. 
Every few kilometres the tracks were blown away by the Italian 
teargtiard, which was fighting only for time and still more time in wliich 
to organize and make a stand, Australian engineers slaved at the head 
of the columm until men in their ranks were forced to drop out through 
Sheet exhaustion, while others came forward to take their places. Soon 
ff developed into a contest between the engineers and the squads of 
Italian: minelayers, and dynamiters. AU that first day after Barce, 
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while the storm still gathered force, the Atistraliaus tepl flinging- bould- 
ers into craters along the roads or breaking open new roads along the 
goat tracks. Kilometre bj'- kilometre — s’ard bj* yard sometimes— the 
troops moved forward. It was a forty-mile-long column of veliicles 
that crashed over lank-traps and plunged headlong into valleys and 
across ruined gaps in llie railwaj' line. Nowhere could the Tlaiian.s 
destroy the -u'ay sufficiently to hold them more than an hour or two. 

At El Abiar, where the Delmonle Division used to be L|uartered in 
barracks uearl}' half a mile square, we came on the brigadier in com- 
mand bolting cold poached egg and toast, while he kept on issning the 
same order to every ofticer who came in; “Push on. Push on." I lunched 
in the officers’ niessrooni on hot rum and cold bnlly beef. The room 
showed every sign of panic-stricken flight— swords flung away, meals 
left on the table, shaving things strewn about. An Italian orderly -ivas 
protesting: “I don't know what has happened. They have all gone 
off and left me.” 

We went on again. All the way flown the track vehicles were 
fighting with the mud. Pi iso tiers began to pass by, cold and weary 
men, utterly confounded by the debacle, who stared in astonishment 
at the convoys of British vehicles that appeared suddenly out of 
the driving rain. At Regima we were held up again for an hour on an 
icy hill. Everyone’s nerves were strained uowas the end of this inter- 
minable thousand-mile journey from Cairo was in sight. We bumped 
on again past two blow'H-up railway yards, and round by ,a goal track, 
and suddenly a burst of cheering went up from a gun-crew travelling 
ahead of ns. Benghazi lay in view. 

It stood there clearly, a long line of white rooftops by the sea, a 
cloud of smoke shot with flame rising from the centre of the town. 
Nearer on the coastal plain were the red and grey roofs of Benina— 
Benina, through which Mussolini for a year past had provided most 
of his bombers and fighters with their ammunition for the destntctiun 
of Egypt and the Army of the Nile. All of us had been bombed by 
aircraft from Benina. Now that whole airport was deserted and in 
ruins. Through glasses I counted twenty-two wrecked aircraft on one 
end of the airfield alone. A water-tower had been blown bodily out of 
the ground by the R.A.F. Half a dozen hangars, each large enough to 
accommodate a goods train, were shattered and savaged into a state of 
uselessness. 

In the airport’s living-quarters, where we slept for a few hours, 
Italian pilots had lived well w'ith their private baths and neat dressing- 
tables equipped with double niirror.s and scent-sprays. But all was in 
wild disorder by the time we got in. Electric light, heating and water 
had been, sabotaged only thirty hours before. While we rested here 
Italian couriers came posting out from Benghazi to beg for a, parley. 
The emissaries followed— the Lord Mhyor, a Roman Catholic bfobdp 
and a few police;Officers— and the Australian brigaidiet. fcho^vn from his 
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vivid red hair as “Red Robby,” received them in a draughty airport 
building. The Italians came to offer the complete submission of the 
capital, of the naval base and of all military establishments, of the 
Italian, Arab and Greek populations of all the surrounding country, 
and anything the British cliose to regard as theirs. The Italian Army, 
Navy and Air Force, they said, had tied. The brigadier sent them 
hack with promises of protection. The carabiniere, he said, could 
retain their rifles to keep the peace and prevent looting. 

It hailed and rained, and even the red mud itself seemed to be fly- 
ing in the wind that nig’d. A bleak windy morning followed and we 
drove into the town, Benghazi. It was, in the end, the unsung soldiers 
of the line who had the honours that morning. While it was slill very 
cold and grey they got down from their trucks in the streets — just 
one company — and marched into the square before the town hall. They 
were nnkeiiipt, dirty, stained head to foot with mud. They had their 
steel helmets down over their eyes to break the force of the wind. 
Some had their hands botched with desert sores, all of them had rents 
in their greatcoats and webbing. They had fought three battles and a 
dozen skirmishes. They had lost some of their comrades, dead and 
wounded, on the way. They had often been cold, hungry and wet 
through in these two months of campaigning in bitter weather. The 
townspeople crowding round the Sviuare had ' half-sulleuly expected 
brass bands and a streamlined military parade. Instead they got this 
little ragged group of muddy men. They hesitated. Then a wave of 
clapping broke down from the housetops along the pavements and 
across the square. One felt like clapping oneself in that highly charged 
moment. The applause was thinnish and uo doubt would have greeted 
any other conqueror who had come in. But at least it was spontaneous 
and unasked for, and an earnest that the people would peacefully 
accept British rule. 

The troops stepped out into the centre of the square aud swung 
round with a full parade-ground salute as the brigadier drove up and 
alighted on the tOAvnhall steps. The Mayor of Benghazi, wearing a 
tricolour sash across his chest, was wailing for him, surrounded by 
civil guards, ofi&cers aud the bishop. They listened tensely while the 
brigadier issued orders through an interpreter. ‘T reappoint you and , 
all civil officers in their present positions. Yon will continue with your 
normal work. Get the people to reopen their shops aud businesses. 
Yonr civil guard will act in conjunction with my own garrison troops.” 

In five minutes it was done. As I came away from the square a 
tobacconist was pulling down the shutters from his shop. Everywhere 
people saluted my khaki cloth cap. I walked down to the Albergo 
, dTtalia aud ordered coffee with a roll of bread. Someone put half a lire 
in the caf6 music-box. And then it came again, that same feeling of 
unreality and futility. Suddenly I felt very tired. 

.i'l went upstairs to a room with a bed nad Clip n sheets. There w^so 
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hot meal waiting — a meal I had not prepared m5'self in a ditch by the 
roadside. And it all seemed very nninteresting. More than anything 
I wanted to get away qnickij'- and to see and hear no more of the 
campaign and the fighting and the booty. 

The quietness and peace of Benghazi were extraordinary. Fifteen 
days ago the newspapers had stopped publishing 5 the banks had closed 
and most of the businesses had shut down a week since. Three daj^s 
previously the buses had stopped tunning. A Fascist gunboat had 
cleared out, and some thousands of civilians, their cars stacked high 
with household goods, had fled toward Tripoli. Benghazi’s garrison 
had followed hard on their heels. The small force left behind had 
started blowing up oil stocks, burning papers and wrecking instruments 
too cumbersome to take away. Refugees had begun pouring down the 
toad from Cirene, Barce, Tolmeta and Tocra, and wild rumours had 
spread through the town about the British advance — rumours that were 
all too true. Some had panicked then and rushed their women and 
children into the country. One passenger plane that was not airworthy 
had tried to make a getaway and crashed, killing forty people. 

Looting began among the townspeople themselves. The R. A. F. 
came over on the last of many raids, and by the Wednesday the 
frightened people had sworn thej' could hear the Australian guns 
getting nearer. Yet there was little damage in the town at that time. 
Many df the portside houses bore marks of shrapnel bursts, but the 
civilian quarter, including the Arab markets spreading a square mile, 
was intact. 

1 went down to the Hotel Berenice where I had stayed just before 
the war. Graziani had used it as a headquarters. Lite most of the 
other principal buildiugs in the town, its corridors bad been faced with 
an additional stone wall as a protection against boii7bing. Little 
remained there to show how the Marshal had worked for his abortive 
campaign against Egypt. The cathedral just behind the hotel was safe, 
but in the harbour, noisy then with its thunderous surf, I came on two 
sunken Italian destroyers that were hit on the day of the R.A.F/s first 
long-range raid on the town the September before. Half a dozen other 
vessels, small supply ships mostly, lay about at their moorings, either 
beached or awash. In the town, water and light supply was working — 
an unbelievable luxury to men who had had weeks on a gallon of water 
a day and had grown used to seeing by the stub end of a candle at 
night. Here and there posters of Mussolini had been defaced. A group 
of Arabs had hastily stitched together a crude Union Jack, and were 
parading in through the town while they gave vent to a weird and 
horrible victory chant. The churches and monasteries continued placidly, 

I lingered on for a day or two aimlessly waiting for transport back 
to Cairo. I was determined not to face that journey of a week over- , 
laud. Wheu I did leave, I left by, ait in strange cireumstanpes ^and 
with a feeling of inftn^e relief, But there was' first apot^iier job to' do. 
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W'hiuu we tvore iu Benghazi we got word for the first lime of the battle' 
of Beda Fouitn, wliioh had been fonght by the Armoured Division while 
we were coming along the coast. Now we drove south to see what 
had hapjieuod. 



Vt)!/ rivvv //ffe too soon; that is at/. — -oivNERAL nHRGOXzoi.i. 


TTNKNOWN to ns, while w'e had been following the Australian 
^ Army, a mancenvre that was destined to alter the whole character 
of desert fighting and put an effective end to the campaign had been 
carried out by the British armoured forces inland. It bad been foreseen 
by Wavell and O'Connor that the mere occupation of Benghazi would 
not mean the destruction of the still very strong forces which Graziani 
had under his command. These would simply escape down the coastal 
road tow'ard Tripoli to fight another day. So it was resolved that an 
attempt should be made to cut them off. This wotrld involve a forced 
march of some two hundred miles at speed straight across an open 
desert that was largely unmapped, in circumstances so unfavourable as 
to be almost prohibitive. No army bad ever crossed this wasteland 
south of the Green Mountains before. Kveu the Bedouin seldom 
attempted it. The camel tracks led uowdiere. The surface of the 
desert was rough in the extreme. The vehicles were already badly 
strained, and it would be necessary to steer by compass, carry all 
supplies without hope of replenishment, and leave the rest to luck. 
Anti all had to be done against lime. 

But the generals were encouraged in their resolve to go forward 
when nnits of their armoured forces made contact with the enemy at 
the Beau Geste fort of Mekili, fifty miles south of Derna (where I had 
met them during the fall of Derna). A squadron of British tanks there 
came niiexpectedly upon a large force of Italian tanks and mechanized 
infantry, and, unwilling to wait until reinforcenient.s came, gave battle 
at once. Some twenty Italian tank's were destroyed iu the running 
engagement that followed, but the main body of the Italian Army 
slipped away before it could be encircled. This was galling. It had 
seemed at Htadcpiar ter S for a moment that the battle of Cyrenaica 
might have been settled there and then. Now there was nothing for it 
but to risk this adventure across the open desert. 

It seemed obvious that this, the main effective striking force left 
to the enemy, would return to Benghazi through the mountaius, 
perhaps inleifeTuig with the advance of tire Australians on its way. If 
aU went well for us on the coast, however, it was reasonable to assume 
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that the Italian Coiniuanclers would not stay to fight but would wake 
back towards Tripoli, where they would have lime to form an effective 
line. The ouly real ((uestioii at issue was, “Could we get to the coast 
in time to. stop them ?” 

On February 4th two columns were ordered to move out on the 
big march from Mekili— one to strike toward Soluch, thirt 3 '-five miles 
south of Benghazi, and the other toward Beda Fomm, close by near the 
coast. The trucks were stacked to capacitx', the men’s drinking water 
cut down to the equivalent of about a glass n day, and the regulation 
halts for food and sleep reduced by half or more. There was ouly one 
order of the day : ‘‘Get to the coast.” 

The wind blew shrilly and bitterly at first. Then a storm of full 
gale force sprang up against the last convoys. While^ the forward 
units were often battling against fine sand that reduced visibility some- 
times to nothing, those that followed on were faced with frozen rain 
that streamed down in front of the wind. Slanding in their trucks like 
helmsmen, the commanders of vehicles had their fingers frozen claw- 
like around their compasses. Through day and niglit the long Hues of 
tanks, armoured cais, Bren-gun carriers, trucks, ambulances and guns 
bumped onward. If a vehicle fell nut, that was just too bad: its drivers 
had to mend it or jump aboard another vehicle and press on. The 
going was the worst the men had known after a year in the desert — 
bump over a two-foot boulder, down into a ditch, up over an ant-hill 
into another boulder— and so on hour after hour. 

They travelled bonnet to tailboard in the darkness, and spaced out 
again for protection against air raids in the daylight. O'Connor’s own 
car broke down when he came out to urge them on. At places it was 
impossible to do more than six or seven miles an hour. The drivers, 
muffled up to tlie ears and strapped in leather jackets and goggles, 
became unrecognizable under a caWng of sand or mud. Several times 
they had to deploy and fight against Italian outposts. Yet they did it in 
thirty hours. Two hours later would have been too late. The Italians 
would have slipped through. 

On February 6th the report tiiat the two columns had reached 
their objectives was followed hj' the dramatic news: “We have contacted 
the eneni}' on the coast. Three large coUiinns are moving south from 
Benghazi.” 

The road from Benghazi, in fact, was packed with enemy vehicles. 
It was the last of Graziaui’s forces, escariing with all his eight senior 
generals, and with some 130 tanks, 300 gpius of all calibres, more than 
20,000 men and many hundreds of lorries and trucks. The British were 
outniimbgred five to one in tanks, five to one in men and three to one 
in guns. They were up against a fresh and desperate .enemy. 

At midday the British opened the battle along a .broken desolate 
stretch of the coastal plain, some ten miles in length. The ^nks swept 
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forward and all three columns were engaged. The artilleri' deployed 
and opened fire. For the last time the Italians turned and fought, 
foiiglit out of desperation more fiercely than they had ever done since 
the war began. This in fact was the only time they honestly gave 
battle, battle to the death or surrender. 

The British command ers, meeting under shell fire, hastily made 
their plans, and, since there were some hours of daylight left, those 
plans wore simply to go straight ahead, cut the enemy’s retreat in the 
south, and smash him in the centre. In the sotitheni sector thirteen 
British cruisers gave chase to the main body of Italian tanks and 
destroyed forty-six of them. Mines were laid in the southward path 
of the remaining enemy formations, and as they ran upon them they 
were attacked again. 

In the centre the Italians were themselves attacking tiercely. But 
British artillery had got the range on the coastal road from which the 
enemy were operating. By nightfall burnt-out tanks, trucks and guns 
were lying evers'where, just great smoking steel carcasses on the sand. 

Twice the British tanks exhausted their ammunition and had to go 
back for more. All night the shelling continued, while one after 
another Italian field-guns were registered by their flashes, straddled 
with shot, and finally hit. General Tellera was in command of the 
enemy. He turned, as every Italian general had done before him, and 
looked for some loophole throxtgh which to escape. “l cannot believe," 
he told his staff before he died, ‘‘that the full strength of the British 
has got here so soon, or that they can have blocked ns to the south.’’ 

But he was w'rong. In the darkness the British regrortped for the 
final crushing blow. One section spun fanwise round his north, flank 
and reached the sea. Another, rushing south, straddled the road to 
Tripoli. When the morning came with the threat of heavy rain these 
jaws t)egan to close. The Italians counter-attacked then. Their infantry 
still remained confused, undirected, inactive, and much of it still em- 
bussed. But their artillery spoke out violently, and a charge of such 
resolve was made upon the British that one tank succeeded in reach- 
ing a brigade headquarters before it was shot up. 

Then the jaws shut. Bofors and twenty-five pounders raked the 
sea plain from one end to the other. Bverywhere the Italian attack was 
fought to a standstill and broken up. There was carnage in the centre 
of the battlefield. British machine-gunners and light units went in to 
sripport the tanks. They picked ofi one target after another, until for 
ten miles the road was Uttered wit,h upturned smashed vehicles that had 
crashed into one another or up-ended themselves grotesquely in the air. 

All through the second night the mopping up u'ent on along the 
beaches and the marshy plain. White handkerchiefs began appearing 
as the Italians in thousands came out of hiding in the rocks. General 
Tellera was hit by a bullet and died on the field (his body was given 
full military honours lathr in Benghazi). General Coua took over. He 
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had a more forlorn hope than ever Weygand had in France. The 
fighting had been carried with grenade and rifle and bayonet into the 
sand-dunes. It was there that tlie British fonnd Bergour.oli at last, 
and many other generals and staff officers. The rejoicing message 
went back to headquarters; “Bergonzoli in the bag.” 

By Friday morning it was all over, and the British were sweeping 
on to occnpy Agedabia and Agheila, nearly two hundred miles south 
of Benghazi. Only a few Italian tanks and a few score vehicles had 
escaped the battle of Beda Fomm, And now we had in onr hands 
seven generals and their staffs, about twenty thousand more prisoners, 
216 guns, 101 tanks and vehicles in hundreds. And Cyrenatca was 
ours. lu all this fighting, here and on the coast from Suit Barrani to 
Beda Fomm, the entire British casualties had not exceeded three thou- 
sand in dead, wounded and missing. It was complete victory — even 
though the world never bad time to realize it before the reverses set in, 

Graziani's army of Cyrenaica was destroyed for ever. Of the 
quarter million Italian troops in all Libya something more than half 
were either killed or in onr hands. At least two-thirds of his equip- 
ment in ships, aircraft and land weapons were destroyed or captured. 
Nineteen Fascist generals were prisoners. An area of laud as large as 
Fuglaud and France had been lost by Italy. The Suez Canal had to 
a great extent been removed from the war zone. The morale of the 
Italian soldier was broken. Wavell and bis men had been lifted to 
immense prestige at home andiin America. All this had been done 
in precisely two mouths. 

And the fall from power to weakness, from bravado to humility 
and despair, was displayed with brutal clarity in a mean little farm- 
house in the mean village of Solucli where I found my way after the 
battle. Pushing through the thousauds of prisoners who stood about 
aimlessls'iu the mud, I went past the guards about the farmhouse 
door, and there, squatting in the unfurnished corridors or standing ' 
in the shoddy yard outside, were the captured generals, the brigadiers 
and the full colonels. I went from one to another — General Cona, 
the Commander-in-Chief ; General Bignani, leader of the Bersaglieri ; 
General Villanis of the artillery ; General Negroni, Chief of the techni- 
cal services ; General Barciiui, head of the motorized division ; and 
General Giuliauo, Chief of Staff to Cona. In the j'ard outside, sitting 
in the back seat of a car with a ritg wrapped round him, was Bergon- 
zoli. He was ill; I stood outside and saluted him, and he opened the 
door and leaned forward to speak to me. 

“Yes, I had supposed you would want to know how I kept on 
eluding you since last December,” he saidJ "The others asked me 
that. Well, I walked out of Bardja on the third day of the battle. I 
saw it was hopeless, and with several of my officers we set off, walking 
by night, hiding in caves by day. It took us five days to reach. Tobruk. . 
We passed tight through the British lines. We were so close we hmd 
yoitr troops talking. We saw their watch-fires and smelt thdr .epokiffg: , 

8 
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My .KlaO' major, ii !ica\y \ii3U, was to ilro]) out tliroiigii eshans- 

tivt; aii'.i r riuuj.. isr h-- uaM I'.aptiued. 

TMu'-.h ic'.l, T tk-w out at'ofttd Uie last reiuaiuitig plane to 
D'.;ri:a. 1 k-rna in so’.v.- uays r-ii: best siaucl of all, hut tvlieii at 

Ifust many ol .'ttr guns tvi u- ■.'■i* ni action and tv_- had no im-re ainiimni- 
ti.' T. I ttot ni.v l: Out'S away tiL iiighi and witli their, drove ojEf in a 
Toprr liji'' car down th*. ctaslai road to Bcngli.a/i. 

“'Vde ha'l no time to prc/are deleiice.s outside Beugliaid. In any 
case, it was an open tr.wn. We had no wish to expi.se the women and 
cliilflrtu there to any more inisetj’. We decided to leave with out 
army for Tripoli. You were here too soon, that is all. Your forward 
units fonud us on the coast on Wednesday morning when we were iu 
an enposed and dangerous position. But we gave Battle at once. Our 
taulcs and artillery and men were tired and at a considerable dis' 
advantage on the coast, Imt thej' came quickly . into position and gave 
battle niaguiliceutis'. We launched two counter-attacks that were very 
nearly successful. Our tanks against superior numbers broke right 
through the Engli.sh lines. Our second attack was made when our 
forces were largeh' decimated and our ammunition almost exhausted. 
And always, here as everywhere else, we were grossly outnumbered. 
So when our second attack was unable to prevail w'e had no choice but 
to make an honourable surrender.'’ 

All this was spoken in Italian tbiongh an interpreter, but when 
the interpreter translated, “I ran away," Bergnn/oli snapped, iu English, 
"Not ran awas', drove away.” I have compressed here all the pertinent 
things he said in answer to the correspondents’ questions, and this was 
the theme of it — ^"We were outnumbered.’’ 

Poor little Bergonzoli, I bad expected a blustering, piratical sort 
of genera). But here he was, a soft-spoken little man with a pinched 
swarthy face that had aged unbelievably since bis great days in $paiu. 
His famous "barba elettrica" nusaneal, biistly beard parted in the 
centre. A large diamond flashed on his left hand as he waved it for 
emphasis. He wore a plain, nudecorated green nuiform. Among the 
Fascist generals, he was cerlainlj' the bravest of the lot. One could 
not help perversely wishing that after so many risks and chances he 
had got aw'ay in the end. 

He "svas taken the next day to hospital in Benghazi, as it was 
thought he was suffering from appendicitis. But the day after that they 
brought him to the aerodrome at Bexka on a stretcher, and lifted him 
into a Bombay transport plane. Then, with the six other captured 
generals and myself squatting on our luggage on the floor of the air- 
craft,, we took off for Cairo. 

It was a fearful trip : cold, bumpy and long. Under his fierce crop 
of whiskers Bergonzoli lay there looking ashen grey, not moving or 
speaking. He was exhaxrsted into muubness. We flew on for four 
, hours nou-slop over the, territory we had conquered— past Barce and 
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Circne, Derna and Mckili, Tobruk, Bardia and Sii’li Barrani. The other 
generals too were far from well, and when lliej' were airsick it was too 
much for me. 

We were a wan and ui!happ 3 - crew when we put down for a few 
minutes outside Alexandria. Then we took off again up the IsTile Delta 
for Cairo. .\s the P^'ramids showed through the mi.st, one or two of 
the generals lutued lisllesslv' in their seats to look at this green vallej' 
where tiiej' had dreamed liiej’ would arrive as cniigueror.s. But thej’ 
seemed to care little about it any longer. 

We came down at last and Ihev were taken away. A British 
ambulance, s^uat, trim and efficient, was the last thing I rememfier of 
the Benghazi Campaign. It shunted up to the aircraft. Bargonzoli 
was lifted down carefully. And still he never moved. 



Inall olher sertors our penetration into Abyssinia is enlarging , — 
C.MRO COitllU.Nr.Ot^Ii, APKIt. IST, 1941. • 

T FlyEW back to East Africa for the fall of Addis Ababa. Once or 
twice onij' in my life have I been seasick. Yet anj- sort of air 
iourney makes me feel uneasy. If it is at all rough, then it is hopeless — 
I just give up and lie back, pea-greeu in the face, while my stomach 
rages and mj’ ears buzz with a terrible low humming. Five years of 
travelling by air round Europe haven’t made any difference. xV j’ear 
in the Jliddle East hitch-hiking with the R. A. F. has made things 
worse if anything. 

Bitt there is one trip I can almost enjoy, and that is on a flj'ing 
boat up the Nile Valley ou a still day. You can make straight away 
for the smokiug-rooni and order a drink. The Nile water squirts 
pleasantly past the windows as you take off from Cairo. You look 
down on Gezira Sporting Club on its smug green island in the Nile, 
and the numberless reeking streets of Cairo, and j'ou are cool and 
remote. Even the meaningless and utterly boring shapes of the 
Pyramids achieve a faint distinction from the air. All the rest of the 
journey is just the green ribbon of the Nile and the desert roasting 
itself under the “unrelenting triumph of the sun,” You are not 
obliged to look at anything, since there is nothing to see. So you sit 
back and smoke and imagine yourself in some noisy but not too dreary 
club, and presently yon are at Khartoum, 

For this Journey the British Ovet;.seas Airways Corporation exacts 
a fee of nearly £ 40, and to nty mind it is hot dear. The same; trip 
lakes you four davs by boat and tail. , 
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From the fiyifig-boat anchorage upstream they drive yon past a 
landniarK called Ciortlon's tree iiihi tlie tonn of K-bartoiiiii which 
Kitchener laid out in tiie fi'irm of the Union Jack. Every writer on 
Khartoniu recalls this harmless piece of Victorian jingoism - probably 
becan.sc it suggests the v.-h-.-le of the Sudan so strongly. The place is 
not jii’.goistic. It is just a wjll-iun Empire Country Club. They tend 
to pick lihtes rather than dons for the Civil vService. But Big White 
Carstairs flourishe.s here in his most amiable form, a friendly hospitable 
man and not a bore. It is a country where every white man is some- 
thing. He is Jones of the Railways or Gibson of cotton or a white 
hunter or a District Cotnmissioner or a soldier. Almost the lowest 
rank any white officer can hold in the Sudan Defence Force is 
Bimbaslii — major. 

The only notable political disturbance that has occurred since the 
British took over was when the Sudanese objected to Egyptian officers 
in their army. But the motion picture, The Four Feathers, which 
was filmed in the Sudan with a .good deal of painstaking attention to 
accuracy, is banned in the country. It is felt that it might upset the 
white man’s station since, you may remember, a good deal of the 
picture is devoted to showing what the Fuzzy Wuzzies did to white 
prisoners when they caught them during l!ie Omdurmau campaign. 

But British rule is on the whole benevolent and progressive, and 
certainly the best advertisement for Empire X have seen. Which is 
strange, for the lush rich colonies seem not as a rule to have attracted 
diligent enthusiastic men, while the pilile.ss Sudanese deserts abound 
in the type that is just born to administer and control. This you see 
when you are driven on your arrival to the Grand Hotel, the place 
where ti\e aduiinislrators come to take their refreshment and listen to 
the B. B. C. Here on the terrace, which is perL'aps two degrees copier 
than the ssuiting sunshine outside, yorr meet ivory hunters and coffee 
planters from the Congo, cotton growers from Geziia, and district 
commissioners from Juba and 'Wau up the river. On that terrace I 
was introduced to the pleasant custom of taking a bottle of iced beer 
for breakfast. From there I saw iny first wild hippopolamus floating 
down the While Nile. 

It was always pleasant to get back to the Grand Hotel, though now 
when I drove up in the early summer it was much altered. Tliere was 
great movement in the lomige and the terrace was crowded. Soldiers 
and airmen moved about everywhere — General le Oantilhomme of tlie 
Free French and one of Haile Selassie’s aidcs-de-camp, a naval officer 
from Port Sudan aud a South African brigadier— all these in addition 
to the habitues. And Wavelf and de Gaulle coming from opjjosite 
direclioTis were expecteil on the morrow. Two Tomahawks flew by, 
and staff ears kept driving up to the hotel. Down the road headtiuar- 
tejs had filled a whole, great red-brick block aud the place buzzed like a 
hive. You no Idiiger knew each officer by name— the staff had multi- 
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plied out of all hinwledye and InTkc.l behind strings of initials 
placarded upon its office doors. 

KhaiLoum was at war in all ss.*5iou.sfiess now. Keren was aboin 
to fall, atid Kercii to the people (>i the Sudan was the luib of the war. 
Man.y had been killed and w.ninded there. Fiir six weeks the iialian.s 
had thrust the Tnipcrial foices oil those iiniiuuise slopes. And now at 
last we had cleared the roaj-bioeks and won the yoverniiijf peak.s. 
The vital attack was about to be iaunchecl and there was nf't even time 
for me to make the two <■- three daj's' car journey there across the 
de.serl through Kassala. it was a little diflicnlt to assimilate all this at 
a inouieiu's mitice. and people i.audied about the placc-t’aTiie.s too 
yitickly for one to follow. Sauciiil and A^ordat mtatit nothiiitj Ui me. 
I decided then to cut my iosse.s and abandou any attempt to report 
Keren at first liaml. , Addis Af'aba. after all, was the prir.e, and it did 
not seem to me that even if rdentenant-Gsiierai Platt took Keren ite 
could carry on down the Dessk r.jad to the capital before Lbe Africans 
under lyieittenaul-Gcaeral Cunningha’u got llierc from the south. 

So I booked at once ou the next flying boat to Kenya. In order 
to reach Abyssinia I was going right round Italian hast Africa, a dis- 
tance of 3u0n niile.s. It was taking a chance, since I knew nothing 
of the transport on from Kenya; and Addis Ababa might fall while J 
was on the waj'. Covering the war in these huge countries we alwaj's 
tried to be at one of two places — at the front, or back at Heachinarters. 
Either way you got the news. But if yon were caught half-way you 
got notbiug, aud even if you did have any iuiorumtion you usually 
load no means of sending it. 

And now I bad to kick my heels three days in Khartoum waiting 
for the next flying boat south. Keren fell all right. A holiday was 
proclaimed in Khartoum, aud the Auglican Bishop ordered the church 
bells to be rung. Under tlie eye of Waved the attack had gone down 
the pass aud the six-thousand-foot heights had fallen to the British. , It 
was indeed a notable victory. 

The Air Force, it was said, were so short of machines that the hoary 
Vincents were being used as dive-bombers. Thes* were used on a mail 
run first thing in the morning, an R. A. F. pilot told me, aud then they 
went delivering stores and ammanitiou by parachute to the Imperial 
troops who were perched in almost inaccessible positfous on the heights. 
After that the same machines with the same pilots' went bombing 
throughout the day until it was time to go back on the mail ran again. 

The fighting on laud, too, had been very heavy. I^Iany of our 
troops had received slight flesh wounds from a three-inch mortar the 
Italians were using, and , these festered and became fly-blown before 
the men could be got down to the dressing stations. Temporary 
casualties then were high. 

Viscount Coivedale, son of Earl Baldwin,, had, been' dorini .there 
speeding up desertions from the Italian lines. He had riverdd up h 
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big I: >i:fl -speaker at the front, to broadcast across the vallej- to the 
enemy. The Jtrilish commaiiiiers deninrred at first at this new-fangled 
idea, ni; the ground that it would draw fire. Apparently it had the 
reverse effect. It used to stop the war. Corvedale would play selec- 
tions from Italian opera and then put across a short talk full of bad news 
about the Italian Army. The Italians, fascinated, stopped shooting to 
listen. Corvedale- got deserters, as he tidily deserved to. Kverything 
here to do with propaganda and the fifth column was in fact being 
handled tvilh a dispatch and vision that had not 3'et reached Cairo. 

Pela.ssie aud his patiiots were awaj' up near the sources of the 
Blue Nile, holding parades among the disaffected tribes and issuing 
golden thalers and rifles in regal abundance-. The Emperor still had 
uo lauks, but his cause was going ahead by leaps aud bounds. An 
aeroplane was flying provisions to him, and the disappointed, pessi- 
mistic little man I remembered from the previous year was become a 
guerrilla leader aud the throne of the King of Kings was waiting for 
him onl3’ a hundred miles awaj' in Addis Ababa. Keren had opened 
the way' at last. 

Gloomilj' iu Khartoum I read the reports saj’iug that our men 
were pressing on to Asmara aud Massawa. Those were two good 
stories I was throwing away for the sake of this doubtful aud difficult 
journey across Africa. I tried to cool my impatience by doing one of 
the most soothing things I could think of— walking down to Khartouui 
zoo again in the evening. Once more I sat there with a book iu the 
stuffy twilight while the birds and the animals came softly round me 
and the deer nuzzled up to my hand. The place was pure Walt Disney. 
I sat before a round pond overgrown with vivid purple weed, and it was 
twenty minutes before I realized that two big-billed pelicans scinatting 
in the w'atei were not concrete statues. They arose aud peered at me 
narrowly as I sat reading. Then thej* went away, believing perhaps 
that I was of concrete too, for I sat very still, unwilling to disturb the 
twenty or thirty creatures that bad come around me in the dusk for 
contpany~or a lump of sugar. 

At five the next morning I was off. I felt terrible despite the 
cooling fan above my head, and went downstairs where a group of 
guests in evening clothes had fallen into a discussion the night before 
and were still continuing it. Two sleepy brigadiers emerged. A large 
man whom I had turned off the flying boat by claiming a priority seat 
was moving around the lounge alternately threatening to take legal 
action against Overseas Airways and to deal directly and more forcibly 
with the man who bad been responsible for his inisfortune. He had 
been doing this all night, the porter told me, and I would be advised to 
slip out circumspectly. It seemed the man would be forced to wait in 
Khartottto another week, and that would cost him several thousands of 
pounds over a business deal. I offered to leave my kit behind so that 
he could be aricommodated. But when that was refused bv Overseas 
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Airways I was unwilling to do more, for this was my last chance of 
reporting the fall of Addis Ahaba. 

Already I was very late. It was a relief at last to step into the 
flying boat with the two brigadiers, ami soon we were bowling up the 
While Nile. I dozed, feeling awful. Then, just short of Kosti, the 
aircraft turned round and W'eut back to Khartoum. An engine had 
failed. We trooped miserably hack to the hotel to wait another day. 
The man who liad b^ieu left behind laughed bitterly when lie heard the 
iiew.s. I laucy it would have been all the same to him ii we had made 
a proper job of it and crashed. 

The next moTniiig at daybreak we were off again, !)reatbiug 
cool air above the endless desert, coming doivn occasionally into 
the steaming heat along the Nile. I was lorykiug forward to seeing 
the natives along the way. Especially I had read of the Dinkas 
and the riverine tribes of the Sud country where the people were 
slim and tall and hipless. The naked girls were reputed to be of 
unusual beaut}', and every bookstall in Khartoum sold photographs 
of the extraordinarily sexual native dances. The girls with their 
high Still breasts and long legs dauced with a passion and a gaiety 
that had something more than the rhythms .of America. Neither 
at Malakal nor at Juba did. I see much rhythm, not was there 
auy noticeable pas.sion either. At Malakal I made the dying boat 
ten minutes late by walking off into a native village in search of 
rhythm and passion. My only reward for the angry glances of the 
crew and the other passengers was that I had seen family life iii 
the raw among the grass huts. Two girls had giggled as they 
passed me, their hair matted with grease and piled in a iwo-feet 
pyramid above their heads, fantastically Parisian, A naked man 
scowling sourly had offered to sell me a chicken. 

At Juba, w'here the heat was past all bearing, a dozen piccaninnies 
were really toving fun in the warm river. They yelled and cheered 
and dived about madly as the flying boat roared up to its mooring 
in the racing yellow current. As soon as we trailed half-heartedly 
ashore they bundled themselves into filthy shorts and shirts — just 
dirty little boys again. Nothing, it seemed, could prevent the native 
from wearing clothes now. Clothes were “a distinction, and it didn't 
matter much if they did bring disease and ugliness. In parts of 
the Sudan the officials were trying to confine the men to a loin- 
cloth and the women to a scarf about their necks. But it was 
an uphill fight trying to persuade the native to be native. 

In Kenya the authorities had accepted the inevitable and had 
managed to get a sort of uniform accepted. This for the nien was 
shorts , and. a shirt, and for the women a simple one-pieice coffoti 
frock. Only in the outer villages did the native walk about in His 
naked savage grace, and even he did not regard this pondition vefy 
hivhlv, for he was off to an tndian clothinv store as soon as he had the 
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mosity. Glamour was boing imsiied out of Africa by a mass of cheap 
printed cotton. Even the grass Imls were getting galvanized-iron roofs. 

Bnt in that seciioii between Malahal and Juba, the Sud country, 
where the While Nile break.s into endless sluggish tributaries and 
swamps. jYiu feel lost in a strange world, as different as the nioou. Green 
reeds flourish, and the water channels meander over the browu earth 
witli the intiicacy id the \ eins in an old man’s hand. The rotting vegeta- 
tion tr^in the .sw.ainps, calleil Snd, mats itself into fhvaling islands that 
are b.'nne off downstream, s'>nielimes carrying elephants and even 
native villages upon them. And for weeks the captive men and animals 
might live afloat, while the banks slide shwly by, until at last in the 
(luickening stream the Sud breaks up and is carried off in small pieces. 

''There was a general and his wife who were once lost down Uiete," 
the .steward told me as I leaned over the rail and looked down. “They 
haa ail aeroplane Lu w'hich they used to fly home to Kiiglaud ou leave. 
On this occasion the general’s wife said they hadn’t enough petrol. 
The geneial said they had. And he took off and landed fair iuthe 
middle of that green mush you see down there. It took weeks to get 
them out. They were alive all right. The plane had up-ended and 
tipped them out.” 

Wt looked down on it again, a place reeking with foetid beat and 
disease and bad biting insects. 

"Funny how arguiueuts get you.” said the steward. “After their 
accident that couple took this flying boat home ou their vacation. And, 
can you beat it. when they were smack over this spot they started 
arguing again over whether thej' had bad enough petrol. The general 
still thought he had.” 

Nor is Uganda, so fresh and green and varied from the air, like 
anything you may see iu Europe. A thousand grass fires spouted 
smoke into the air, like a place that has just been heavily bombed, or 
the factory area in the Ruhr or the north of England. We came down 
at Port Bell ou lake Victoria, which is so large that even flying oi'er it 
you sometimes cannot see either shore. Coasting on over innumer- 
able green islands and rocky bays, I acutely remembered Scotland 
, The two brigadiers were also bound for Addis Ababa, so we joined 
company and decided to get off at Kisnmu rather than lake the longer, 
more official, route round by Mombasa. Kisurau is remarkable for me 
principally because it was ms' first acquaintance with a place where by 
law you cannot pay for another man’s drink. The law ran through 
Kenya, and was designed to stop the soldiers from spending too much 
on drinks they didn’t want. 

"With the ease available only to men with red tabs on their shoul- 
ders, my two brigadiers got a car from the local authorities, and we set 
off along the equator for Nairobi in the morning, an eight hours’ drive. 
Hetei at this height and at this season, the countrj' flourished like a 
garden. . Here again there were tali trees and greenness and, a high 
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nioniitain wind. \Ve drove Ibrongii endless plantations of tea and 
coffee, of grain and pyrethruni, of niiinosa and bananas. Gazelle gazed 
in the open, and the while ibises flocked in every .swamp. 

We got into Nairobi in the evening, a garden town that loriks like 
Suirey and has a goli course at Brackenridge that is soniewliert- on tlie 
South Downs. Almost an> thing yon hear ot Nairobi, I imagine, is true. 
At this time it wa."! filled with soldiers — both men and women. The 
women in khaki, an unknown thing lliL-ii in Egypt, had appai-ently 
arrived in nninbers from Ei-.glaiid and South Airicaaud were acting as 
chauffeurs and stcretaries. The lounge of the New Stanley Hotel was 
one solid rendezvous. Every soldier had his girl. A good thing, too, 
after Akxaiidiia and Cairo, where irightly thousands of sailors and 
soldiers roamed around the bhte-black streets in search of cnrnpiany, 
in a land where while women were ontnnmbeTed a hundred lii one, and 
even that remaining one was on the point of being evacuated. Nairobi 
was far from being evacuated. Jl had developed a sphiltd night life, 
as we found when we hunted for transport on to the front. 

A plane was going iip the following day. There were two seals. 
That meant that I was left behind. It seemed I was deslinci! always 
to be late. Harai had fallen two days ago. The read to Mogadishu 
in Italian Somaliland had packed up under the weight of traasi)ort, and 
it was .simply not possible to get into Abyssinia overland. I had to 
wait for the next army plane with a vacant seat. To add to my unhap- 
piness, Asmara fell, and it began to seem more and more likely that I 
should miss the fall of Addis Ababa as well. For a full week I pleaded, 
argued and organized, and in the end I got away. 

But the time was not all lost. You cannot entirely lose time in 
Nairobi. It is so improbable a place, such a survival from some lost 
world along the pre-war Riviera, that you pause at first unwilling to 
believe. Somehow a small group of people in the town has achieved, a 
life that is something between a romance in the Girls' Own Paper and a 
good healthy bo3''s’, adventure yarn. The lovers «« frequently fall, 
good-looking counts and earls; the ladies more often than not move 
glamorously about in Paris evening gowns and furs. They do drink 
champagne, they do dance through the night occasionally on soft-lit 
terraces, or go riding under the moon. The men do go out on safari 
with beaters and servants, and emerge later from the fptest bearing 
the sta’ns of savage animals. And there is a carnival of intrigue which 
produces many a dramatic scene involving elopements and fights and 
runaway marriages between nobles and chorus girls; and, just occasion- 
ally, a little genuine tragedy. 

All this is known, of course, to any' student of the pre-war Sunday 
papers, but to see it here in full cry is an unusuai experience. The 
case over which the people of Nairobi were engrossed wlien I, arrived 
was the murder of the Earl of Errol, His body had, been,, found in a 
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gravel pit after a lively dinner-party, and one of the gnesls, Sir Delves 
Broughton, had been charged with the murder. He was later acciuitted, 
but at that lime the case was exciting almost as much attention as the 
war in Nairobi. 

Big-game hunting was flourishing; and, dining at Muthaiga Club, 
I was offered trout freshly caught in the mountains, together with 
some last bottles of a particularly fragrant Rhine wine. Not since that 
last bright summer in Paris in 1939, when the wealthy of the world 
came flocking to spend their money lest they should not visit Paris 
again, had I seen women so well groomed," wearing so many lush furs. 
Baboon pelts and leopard skius were particularly popular. Great 
log fires burned in the grates of the club chimney-places, though the 
nights were scarcely sharp. The men wore dinner-jackets or dress 
uniform. The conversation tended to hunting. In the day one had 
golf at Brackeuridge, or swimming or riding or fooling round the game 
reserves where giraffe still roam haphazardly. Normally one looked in 
at a roadhouse for au aperitif around eight iu the evening, and after 
dinner perhaps went down to Torr’s to dance. They say the altitude 
at Nairobi makes people -slightly ct&zy, but after the desert 1 found it 
all delightful, as though the world were enjoying one long holiday. 

As lor the army, that was different. The vSouth Africans were 
very keen. Most of them hated lingering on in Nairobi, and wanted to 
follow their fellows to the distant front. I was a good deal astonished 
to find Iraiued srrb-editots at the censorship, and a cable service to , 
Dondon that look only two or three hours. My messages were censored 
quickly, critically and accurately, and to enable me to visit the various 
area offices, which all seemed to be half a dozen miles apart, I was 
given a Ford truck and a driver. The advance had gone so quickly 
and so far that communications with the front had all but broken 
down; but here iu Nairobi they were superb. The place was small 
enough to be efficient. 

And so a happy-go-lucky week went by until at last I saw the 
R. A. F. Commodore in command, and he put me aboard one of the old 
Junkers planes that used to run on the South African passenger line, 
and was now ferrying men and supplies to the front. 


13 


The Emperor entered Addis Ababa yesterday, the a^iniversary 
of the entry five years a.go of the Italian troops , — CAIRO COmmuniqur 
MAY 6th, 1941. 

AS I reached Nairobi airport in the morning a friend dropped me the 
informatioti that Addis Ababd was falling, I scrawled a hasty 
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message to m3' paper and gave it to a runner who carelulb' stuffed it 
in his turban. That was the nearest I ever got to using a cleft stick. 

We flew a thousand miles over Africa that das'. We came down 
for petrol amoJig the northern wastes of Keus'a and flew on over the 
Juba River (where a battle had been fought) into Italian Somaliland to 
IsciaBaidoa, where an ostrich darted suddenly under the wheels nf the 
machine and we rose unsteadily over the grass lints again. Then 
onward interminably northward. I woke once to see a mob of giraffe 
racing in panic below us and many w'ild camel strewn through the 
wadis. Then we were over the Ogaden, that must be one of (lie mosi 
desolate and savage regions of the world, a place where the dead 
earth has been twisted and warped into long ngly ridges of stark 
3'ellow rock, and the heat reached up to ns thousands of feet above. 
We came down on to the burning sand at Gorrahei, bnt there was no 
one there and no petrol, and the pilot decided to take a risk and trs' to 
make Harar that night. 

We rose then majestically into Abyssinia, and the deserts changed 
suddenly into green mountains and lakes,* and wild cold rain lhTa.shed 
against Ihd wings of the machine. It was nearing sunset now, and 
this was the difficult bit when the Italian raiders came over and we 
were an easy mark. Great ragged bits of raiuclovtd filled the sky, and 
we twisted this way and that to find a passage through the storm. 
Mountains loomed up suddenly around ns. and we came low down 
into the valley that leads into Harar. At last, in a tremendous, sunset 
that was full of j'ellow light behind purple thunder clouds, we flew over 
Harar itself, a walled town upon a wet green rise, and landed in the mud 
of a landing field some miles beyond. It was cold there and wet, and 
no one came to meet ns. Half an hour later soldiers found us in the 
darkness. They had been hunting us with, the radio all afternoon to 
warn us not to land at Harar since tlie field was wet and dangerous. 

Well, here we were, and since no truck could risk being bogged 
on the field, there was nothing for it birt to struggle across a mile of 
mud with out baggage in the darkness, A truck bumped us into Harar, 
where Corps Headquarters had been set up in the_ European quarter. 
It was much like the newer seUlements of Eibya. White stone 
buildings rose out ot the native town. Broad fine roads ran east and 
west. And flies innumerable and persistent clustered like black- 
currants upon every living thing. 

From far up the road at the front near Addis Ababa the news ryas 
good. Aosta had sent an envoy into Diredawa that day. It was hot 
the armistice, but the capital had been declared an open undefended 
town, and we were entering it in the morning. 

There then began for me a ten days’ struggle for transport. No 
plane was going on to Addis Ababa. No convoys were going. A private 
car I could not have, since hostile banda tribesmen were , swarming 
along the roads and attacking single vehicles. ’ Intelligencie were 
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willing to help to the extent of allowing me to send two Imiidred words 
a day over army signals, bnt everyone was too busy and too harassed 
with their own job to bother about a stray journalist. 

I slept at last in a friendly R. A. F. mess outside the town, loo 
tired to care much what happened, and loo disappointed at having 
missed alter all this weary travel tlie thing I had come for — the 
entrance into Addis Ababa. There it was happening under my nose, 
only three hundred miles away, and it availed me nothing that I had 
come tliree thousand miles already. Actually communications to the 
outside world were so bad that it did not matter whether one was in 
Addis Ababa or not, but T did not know this then, and I went to bed 
tliat night with a feeling of ciushing disappointmeut. 

Another day of hanging round Harar waiting for a plane got me 
nowhere, so I decided to join a small convoy that was leaving that 
night under the .command of a security major. With luck it seemed 
we might get through in tweuty-four hours. Wc started in the dark- 
ness from the Italian hotel — three trucks and a staff car. Before 
midnight we were in wild mountains where the forest came down upon 
the road on either side, and heavy rain splashed across the track. The 
going got worse and worse, and at 2 a.m. the drivers were exhausted 
aud we were forced to stop. In the nioruiug we woke to find ourselves 
fat out in unconquered territory on completely the wrong road. I was 
not yet grown used to disappointments, aud my feeling of bitterness 
at our mistake half bliuded me to the rest of the events on that absurd 
morning. 

For some reason that was clear to nobody butiimself, our security 
major persisted in continuing ou the wrong road. We drove for an 
hour over country of wild precipices aud valleys and came out at last 
under a high stone fort that was thronged with enemy native soldiers. 
A white flag had been flying there, but now, as we approached, it was 
hauled down. That was the moment when I personally would have 
chosen to turn the cars aud retreat at speed. After all, this territory 
had not been conquered, and we had not ten rifles between, us. But 
the major, one of the bulldog type, rode on up to the gates where some 
hundred nativesarmed with knives and rifles were awaiting us in heavy 
silence. 

We go tout boldly, and as we walked toward them one of the natives 
who sported trousers instead of a white robe came slowly forward. 
Clearly he and his people were puzzled. Their white Italian officers 
had left them and they knew the enemy was expected. But here was 
the enemy come in a mere handful, and there must be rich booty in 
those trucks. Was this all the enemy? Or were there more ? You could 
almost hear this native in the trousers thinking. 

But tire major gave' him. no time to, think deeply. While out trucks 
were heiug turned on the muddy road, the major shot out a stream of 
bri^ .questions in Fugliah. The native answered slowly, partIy in 
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Italian, partly in English, partly in Ambaric, and the rest in sign langu- 
age. This was Grano, he said. And who were we ? 

“A South African patrol will be here to occupy the fort in half an 
hour,” the major said firmly, “in the meantime see there is no trouble.” 
It was a nice piece of bluff. 

Rather overacting, I was pushing through the natives to see 
inside the fort when the major called me back shortly. “Get in 
ciuickly,” he said to me quietly. “They will start something in a 
minute." 

Inside two minutes we were in the cars and away. Twice shots 
sounded distantly as we came round out of the valley. I do not know 
if they were for us or not. But it was nice to be on the road again, and 
as we passed through the smaller villages on the way back the elders 
were assembled gravely along the roadside among the flies. They 
arose as one man in their flowing robes and bowed deeplj' to us. Here, 
as everywhere in Abyssinia, they carried umbrellas. 

By two in the afternoon we were back whence [we had started the 
night before and on the right road. 

Eroin Harar to Diredawa the highway drops more than two thou- 
sand feet. It is an immense gorge, and when you run out among the 
modern Italian huts and buildings on the flats below at Diredawa you 
are oppressed with the stale heavy air. The Italians moreover had 
blown this corkscrew highway at all the most dangerous places, and 
the passage through at that time was not easy. 

Diredawa, the place where the road meets the Addis AbabaJibuti 
railway, had been converted by the Italians into their biggest airport. 
The R.A.E. had been blasting the place for the past six months or 
more. From there the road executes an interminable series of small 
switchbacks through the thick scrub until, always descending, you are 
upon the Awash Gorge — the place where the Italians were expected 
to make a stand — and didn’t. Then you rise steadily again and the 
landscape opens out flatlj' until you are at Addis Ababa, more than 
seven thousand feet above the sea. All this we passed over in the 
next twenty-four hours, and in the early afternoon we drove into the 
capital itself. 

If Nairobi was slightly crazy, this was a complete madhouse. Out- 
wardly all was quiet enough among the wooden huts and the white 
Italian buildings and the endless eucalyptus groves. Only an 
occasional shot sounded from the outskirts. But most of the Empire 
forces had gone off chasing the Italian army down the Gimma road, and 
there was only a small garrison force left to control the capital. These' 
were outnumbered ten to one by Italian soldiers, , many of whom had 
their rifles and were still restless. Some seven or eight thousand. of 
these men, of whom a number hdd prudeutly chauged, into civilian 
clothes, were huddled into the centre of the town in fear of their own 
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native troops. In all the stirrotinding villages the l^thiopiau waiiiois 
who hail lately been boitiul to the Italian cause — some of them terrible 
old men with long knives— were now out for vengeance. And driving 
briskly through these villages, yon saw all loo clearly that the one ruling 
thought among the tribes was to get into Addis Ababa quickly and have 
at tliose Italians. War was war in the minds of the warriors, and at 
the hour of victory it meant a certain amount of knife-play and booty 
and beating up. They seemed to he to me very discontented as they 
stood about leaning on their barbed spears and testing the edges of 
their knives. 

Ill the outlying Italian settlements there was already hell to pay. 
The hancla had seized Ibis golden chance to storm the Italian settlers in 
their farms, and appeal after appeal was going up from our former 
euemies for British help. In one village the besieged Italians had 
spread a notice on the ground to attract the attention of airmen. It read: 
“Come and save us from the Abyssiniaus.’’ British armoured cars were 
hurried to another settlement where they bad to fight their way through 
the tribesmen, pack the cars with white women and farmers, and fight 
their way out again. At other points Empire troops and Italians were 
fighting side by side against the angry natives. 

It was all very confusing, this overnight transference of allegiances, 
and my Cockney driver asked darkly, “Oo the hell arc we fighting 
anyway— the 'Wops or them niggers?”! simply did not know, 

The Italian's inside Addis Ababa had been badly scared, and three 
zones had been marked out for them — one definitely safe from the 
Ethiopians, another probably safe and a third definitely not sate. Into 
the first area they crowded thickly. This region of the town included 
the Albcrgo Imperiale, a large rambling hotel in whicli I booked a room. 
Some hnudred,soI Italians had taken possession of the lounge when I 
arrived. With that unquenchable truculence and brazenuess of the 
Italian, they had tuned the wireless into the news bulletin from Radio 
Roma and were listening to a recital of British defeats and a vilification 
of Churchill. That went ou for three days while I was in the hotel. 
There were even some cheers and much laughter, despite the British 
officers in the lounge, when Rome radio related the enemy’s recapture 
of Benghazi. 

I can conceive of no other people in the world emerging so quickly 
from fear to impudence. I know of no people except the British who 
would , accept such a slight with such iudifference. But to someone 
like, inysslf who had lived in Italy the incident jarred. Admittedly 
most of the officers in the lounge could not speak Italian • and did not 
know that they were being laughed at. But the security of the town 
'was involved, since these people were taking heart [roni the Rome 
propaganda, and in many ways it might have made them more diffi,cult 
to, deal with, Not, that these, settlers were bad types, nor was it 
necessary to reduce them again, to that pathetic despair of so many 
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tliousauds of other Italians I bad seen in Libya. Bnt we were 
protecting them from the natives who ought to have been their friends, 
and it did seem that the Empire’s forces were entitled to some gratitude. 
So in the first flush of my indignation I went ofi to report the matter. 
I regretted it later. It was, after all, no affair of mine. 

It was raining fairly heavily now, and the ^town was bedraggled 
and dark with its early curfew, its closed shops and half-food less rest- 
aurants. ■ There was no bread in the hotel, and the food was very 
meagre and unpleasant. But big army storehouses were found in the 
town. They were packed with materials of all kinds — some fitll of 
tiuifornis, webbing and boots, others stacked to the roof with tinned 
nreats, vegetables, fruits and biscuits. Others again piled with spare 
parts, tools and electrical instruments. There were dumps of paper, 
leather, timber, steel. There were petrol dumps both for road vehicles 
and aircraft, and arsenals containing every type of small arms, larger 
pieces, and ammunition. All had been stored for the army, and there 
was enough here to have kept the army going for perhaps another year. 

The Duke of Aosta had rebuilt the Emperor’s new temple into a 
sort of mammoth pagoda that looked like a national art Jgallery. He 
had cleaned out most of his things from the marble halls inside, thottgh 
I found a fine bronze head of Dante in the entrance hall. The Emperor’s 
old Palace seemed to have been neglected, for its ramshackle wooden 
rooms were empty except for scattered papers of some routine depart- 
ment. Some attempt had been made to do np the main council 
chamber, where the throne of the King of Kings once stood. The 
Fascists had had the idea of converting this room into a sort of demon- 
stration of their power. They had erected a number of emblematic 
shields made of three-ply wood. Upon each of these was painted the 
name of one of Mussolini’s victories in the conquest of Ethiopia — 
“Diredawa,” “Harar” and so on. Someone had taken these down by 
the time I got there, and had stacked them neatly with their faces to 
the walls. 

The walls of the council chamber had been given over to some 
colourist with a taste for the new Fascist art : bounding amazons and, 
young athletes hurling spears and banners into the air, a vigorous 
pantomime. And now over it all floated the Ethiopian flag; the chief- 
tains had come into the capital to kiss it, aiid weep emotionally as it 
had been hoisted up aloft. 

The Emperor was still a hundred miles away at this time, engaged 
upon the conquest of Debra Markos near the source of the Blue, Nile. 
He had been sent the news of the fall of Addis Ababa, but it was not 
thought politic to bring him in just yet. There were too many Italians 
still in the town, and loo many factional disputes among the Ethiopi'kus" 
themselves to make it really safe. 

Down at the other end of the town from the Palace, Mussolim’s; 
railway terminal stood forlornly on the edge of a cow paddock, "and' 



128 


AFRICAN TRILOGY 


the South African engineers were amusing themselves by getting steam 
up in the twenty or so locomotives the Fascists had left behind. 
I watched them get two under way, and these were hitched to half a 
dozen wagons and sent chugging off down to the Awash Gorge, where 
the Italians had blown the bridge— a spectacular structure that once 
rose several hundred feet, above the river and now lay in a mass of 
twisted tumbled wreckage. 

I took a car up the mountains that rose still higher above Addis 
Ababa and looked down over its eucalyptus groves that all but 
embedded the buildings, and gave the place the air of being a large and 
well-wooded cemeterj'. 

It was late, and by the time I got back there was no food left in 
the hotel. I walked around until I came upon a small restanrant, well 
boarded irp, but with lights showing through the chinks. They took me 
in reluctantly at the back door, and the place was full of Italians — ■ 
soldiers, I judged, who had changed into civilian clothes. The waiter 
explained in English (he had lived in America) that there was no food. 
I asked for coffee. It came hurriedly, and the entire company sat and 
watched me drink. I ordered more, and still they stared. They did 
not want me, but I was hungry. I knew there was food, for my driver 
had gathered himself a dozen eggs that day and iiuautilies of green 
bananas and vegetables. I had not asked him how he gut them, but 
he had said, ‘'Plenty more where these come from.” And now I said 
to the waiter that I wanted some wine. 

■ "There is no wine, signor.” 

“Then some bread and butter.” 

"But there has been none for three days, signor. We have noth- 
ing. He called his wife in from the kitchen to support him and she 
wafted a rich smell of onions and frying meat into the room. The 
others iit the restaurant, about twenty, kept watching me. I did not 
want to take their food, btit I was as hungry as they were, and I did 
not see why they could not share it with me. 

"All right,” I said, “have a cigarette.” Every Itaiian had l)ecn ask- 
ing for cigarettes. I brought out a packet of fifty Pla3''ei’8. The waiter 
came forward at once. "Go on,” I said, “take two." 

I banded them right round the room.* Everyone reached forward 
for them. Some took two or three. It was the same as years ago in 
Spain. It was the lack of cigarettes that people minded almost more 
, thah anythiug. Some of the Italians smoked at once ; others put the 
cigarettes carefully away in their pockets. 

The waiter leaned over my table and said he was in America for 
five years, and that he had smoked Camels. Here in Addis Ababa there 
were no cigarettes for the civilians, ■ be said. 

; One of the Fascist officers in plain dollies came over to the 
, tatile and asked the waiter to Iran, slate. "I told him I was in Ameiica,” 
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tlie waiter said. “Sit down,” I said to the officer in Italian. “Perhaps 
you know how to get some wine.” 

“Yon speak Italian ?” the officer said. 

“No. I know just a few words — ^jnst enough to say I am very 
hungry.” 

The waiter went into the kitchen and came back with a plate of 
stew'aiid half a bottle of red Chianti. “There is really no bread, signor,” 
he said. “We cannot get anj' even for ourselves.” 

Soon the whole restaurant was eating and talking and smoking, 
and I was battling with my Italian to keep the Fascist Officer in con- 
versation. It did not take long for him to open up. 

“We knew the end was coming,” he said, pulling out a copy of 
the Corriere del Impero — the last issue that had been printed before 
the British came in — “when they stopped saying we were invincible 
and started printing things like this.” 

I read: “Consider as light the burdens yon are enduring to-day 
and the bigger burdens you must expect to endure to-morrow.” The 
paper spoke of more towns in England being "coventryed.” 

“Most of us were for the armistice,” the officer went on. “Now 
the rains are starting we might hold yon for a few months in Gitmua 
and Gondar, but what is the good of that ? It will not give us back 
Ethiopia. It will not bring us help from outside. They kept saying 
the Germans were coming. It's too late now anyway, unless the whole 
war finishes. The Duke, loo, he thought it was useless going on after 
Keren. I know, for I was on his stafi here in Addis. The papers for 
the armistice were drawn up. Then just a week ago there were new 
orders from Rome. We had to hold on. We were to give up Addis 
if necessary, but we were to hold on everywhere else we could. They 
said that the Germans were preparing immediate offensives in the 
north, and we should soon be relieved. 

"And it seemed true when they retook Benghazi. The armistice 
papers were torn up. All Aosta’s generals were told to hold on. 
Even in Massawa the Admiral was told to continue the negotiations for 
the port as long as possible, though he was no longer in a position to 
fight. All this was urgent, they said in messages from Rofne. It was 
necessary to hold up as many British Empire forces as possible to 
prevent them going north to strengthen Egypt. They did not exactly 
tell us this last bit, but we guessed it. And, anyhow, we had to obey.” 

So there it was at last. I went back to my hotel working, it out. 
The Abyssinian war was not done yet. It was going to drag on with 
siege after siege and skirmish after skirmish. None of it would be as 
important and decisive as the fall of Keren and Addis Ababa, and the 
British conquest could not be weakened nowl And suddenly I saw 
there was nothing here for me among this gvierrilla fighting. At attbther 
time it' would have been an exciting adventure to travel with' the army 
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through this wild connlrj’, winning all the time. But the battle for 
Egypt was being fought out right now in the desert, and the battle for 
Greece would begin soon. I had to get back as quickly as I could. 


14 

/ 

The. Dnc d'Aosia has sent in emissaries to seek terms oi 
surrender tor the whole of the Italian forces in the area . — caieu 
COMMUNIQUE, MAY ISTH, 1941. 

TN TliE morning I met General Cunningham, and his A.'D. C. took 
me down in his new white Alfa-Romeo to try and get me aboard 
the General’s plane. That fell through, aud I set out in a P'ord staff 
car with two drivers, a white and a native to try and catch the same 
aircraft at Diredawa. Having dropped the General, it was flying on 
empty to Nairobi, where I could arrange to join the flying boat back 
to Cairo. •> 

We left Addis Ababa at noon. The afternoon went by pleasantly 
as we cruised along at a steady fifty miles an hpur, taking pot shots 
with our revolvers out of the car window at jackals and hyenas that 
kept crossing the track. Brilliaut birds swept through the forest at 
every waterhole, and there was some wild creature at every turn in 
the road — 'a hyena or a gazelle or more jackals. Once a school of 
several score of baboons vanished into the bush with a flash of blue, 
red and gold. 

The General’s plane swept over and past us. Once or twice bairda 
tribesmen, lean, half-naked aud looking ferocious, ran out toward us 
from the bushes, but we were gone before they could start anything. 
Once we were forced to wait with some men of a Gold Coast regiment 
who had been fired on and had disappeared through the bush mopping 
up. They came back presently with about a hundred armed prisoners, 
but we went on again. 

By evening we were over the Awash Gorge, aud taking turns at 
the wheel we came on past Miessa and Afdem. We were in the 
switchback section now, and our pace slowed to twenty miles an hour. 
Iss the car breasted each rise, the headlights showed .straight into the 
sky and the driver for a second could see nothing. Then as the bonnet 
fell suddenly down the opposite side of the rise he had, to move quickly, 
for the track in falling turned to the left or right. There was only, a 
split second ,to bring the wheel round. Often we splashed through 
streams and passed trucks bogged in the mifd, aud it was, necessary, 
to feel a way cautiously around them! 

. , At 2 a. nr, w.e reSched Diredawa at last, and drove up to the lighted 
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sigtial-wagon in the airport. They knew nothing of the General’s 
plane or its projected journey to Nairobi on the morrow. It was 
perhaps at a satellite lauding field in the forest about twelve miles out. 

We set off over a deeply sanded track and in an hour got nowhere. 
We returned to Diredawa, got new directions and set off again. At 
4 a. m. we were stuck in the sand and hopelessly lost in the scrub. We 
could do no more then, and, too weary to undress, we flung ourselves 
down on the ground to sleep until daylight. Two hours iater 1 half 
turned over on my blanket, wakened by some noise that was not the 
usual chorus of the forest. It w'as grey light and I lay for a moment 
wailing. Then it came clearly — a full deep-throated lion’s roar, per- 
haps two hundred yards away. The two drivers heard it too and sal 
bolt upright. I was not out for adventure. I was just a reporter 
waulitig very much to get his story back to a cable station. Inside 
five minutes we had the car out of the sand and w'ere bowling off in 
the opposite tlireclion to the lion. We heard liim faintly twice in the 
distance — clearly he was very hungry — and then jtrdged it safe to tty 
and get our bearings for Diredawa. 

I had given up all hope of catching the General's plane. All I 
wanted was a cup of coffee. We chose a likely-looking track and in five 
minutes had run straight upon the satellite landing field and there stood 
the General’s plane. I rushed over to the tents in the middle of the 
thorn scritb and found the pilot in bed. "Oh no," he said, "you’re out 
of luck. The orders have been changed. The aircraft isn’t going.” 

We drove on up to Diredawa and Harar and fell asleep in the hotel 
there. Next morning I was promised a seat on a Junkers leaving from 
Diredawa. We drove down to the airport in good time in the morning. 
The Junkers was late in arriving. It was decided to postpone its 
departure for Nairobi until the following daj’. This I did not mind, for 
I had talked to a young South African pilot who was also going to 
Nairobi. He was flying a Glen Martin straight through from Nairobi 
to Cairo, he said, and invited me to go with him. I would be in Cairo in 
three days. 

That night I slept vmder the mosquito nets at the Diredawa hotel. 
Next morning, as the plane was warming up for its take-off, I was told 
that there had been a hitch. I could not go. The plane was overloaded. 

I went back to Air Headquarters at Harar thinking hard, hard 
things about the South African Air Force. I would try no more here. 
I would drive ou to the Jijiga field and try to contact an R.A.F. mail 
plane that called there frorii Aden. Air Headquarters wired Aden 
asking them to pick me up at Jijiga, and I felt better. 

We drove on now over a lush green countryside, where wild duck 
were so thick upon the lakes they could be shot with a rifle. Slim, 
graceful Ethiopian girls, with bundles and baskets on their heads, were 
walking along the highway, their brilliant robes caught in a kiiot over 
their breasts, leaving their copper-black shinih<r shoulders barfe.' Naked 
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children swarmed in every grass-hnt village. The sun shone out at 
last through the rain-clouds, and the men were out with their oxen 
turning back the rich black cotton soil with wooden ploughs for the 
summer sowing. 

We came up through Marda Pass, where again the Italians had tried 
to make a stand and failed. Beyond that the bridges were down, and 
I counted nearly five hundred South African Ford trucks waiting to 
get through. The couvoy had been on the road for nearly a mouth, 
and the men’s cursing in Afrikaans and Fnglish filled the valley from 
end to end. The3' did not know yet that Addis Ababa had fallen, and 
they were beyond caring much anyway at that moment. The rain began 
drizzling down again, and just over the next line of hills we could see 
Jijiga. My plane was due to leave for Aden in the morning. The 
road-block, they estimated, would take anything up to twenty-four 
hours to get through. In desperation I made straight across the half- 
broken bridge and got through. 

It was pouring hard when we got into the airfield, a small township 
of white tents, with a squadron of Junkers bombers — they were actually 
being used as dive-bombers — lying in the rain beyond. The command- 
ing officer, a colonel (these South African Air Force officers had army 
rank and wore army uniform), received me kindlj'. "But a mail plane 
from Aden?” he said. “There used to be a mail plane. But it doesn’t 
come any more. I don’t know how you are going to get out, You 
just might get a ship from Berbers in British Somaliland if yoti can get 
yourself down there. All the other roads out are blocked.” 

It was loo much. I gave up then. I saw myself trapped for ever iu 
this wet, impossible, benighted country. My messages were stale 
already to the point of uselessness. My wife and baby bad been left in 
Cairo, and the last news I had of Fgypl was that Bardialiad fallen and 
the Germans were advancing into the Western Desert. There was 
nothing I could do about it. I was utterly cut off and utterly without 
ideas. Aud I was utterly sick and tired of travelling around iu the 
mud and getting nowhere. 

I squelched through the rain down to the mess, where about forty 
South African pilots were raising a terrific din. The war in East Africa 
for them was over. Some were going down to South Africa to take 
over the new Glen Martins and see their families and girl-friends again. 
Aud just that morning, after a two weeks’ drought, a large consignment 
of whisky had arrived.' Nothing could have suited me better. . I was 
swept into the party. And while the rain, drove steadily on to the 
canvas roof through the afteyuoou, the evening and half the night, we 
sang choruses and told stories and played stupid very funny games 
and finished a case of whisky. I slept blissfully that night on the, camp 
hed of a pilot who had ctashed the day before. ^ 

These young South African pilots were wonderful types — ^big men, 
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steady, intelligent and enthusiastic. Only a few days before, one of 
their Hurricane pilots had been forced on to a landing field in enemy 
territory. Another Hurricane pilot landed beside his comrade, and the 
two men tried to lake off in one machine. The first pilot clung to the 
edge of the cockpit and was blown off at the first attempt. Then he 
clambered upon his companion's shoulder, and, riding like that, they 
came safely home together. 

There was another story of a young South Irishman who 

had been put on a dull communications flight with one of those big 
Valencias that do ninety miles an hour if they are lucky. Hach day 
the aircraft had to pass over an Italian fort, btrt the pilot was forbidden 
to bomb while he was on communication work. It was tantalizing, this 
Italian fort. One night the Irishman and his crew got a dustbin. They 
broke up an old sewing-machine and threw the bits in. They collected 
old bolts and nails and scrap-iron. And they rammed it all down into 
the dustbin with a charge of cordite on top. They constructed^ a 
home-made fuse, and carted the whole contraption over to the Valencia. 

That night when no one was about they took off. Over the Italian 
fort the pilot yelled ; "All right. I^et her go !” The crew lit the fuse, 
swung opeu the side door and shoved at the dustbin. It did not budge. 
It was too heavy for them. The fuse kept burning. Desperately they 
shoved and tugged again as the aircraft turned and made another run 
over the target. This time it fell out and the lightened plane lifted 
with a sickening lurch. The dustbin fell squarely in the courtyard of 
the fort where still no one stirred. The South Africans could see the 
fuse burning. Then came an iimueiise deafening roar. The Valencia 
was flung hundreds of feet upward, and sneaked off quietly home to its 
lauding field. When, later, troops reached the Italian fort, its entire 
garrison — over fifty men — was found dead. 

In the bright sun of the next morning at Jijiga a Blenheim bomber 
sailed down upon the airport, and as the pilot climbed out he said to 
me: “la your name Moofehead? I am supposed to pick you up and take 
you back to Aden. And if yoir want to go on to Cairo, you will probably 
be able to arrange a lift for to-morrow.” 

Inside an hour we were in the air and Eying out of Abyssink and 
into British Somaliland, and high over the mountains past Hargeisa* I 
sat in the rear gunner’s transparent turret, with only the clouds round 
my head, and it was the finest ride in an aeroplane I had ever had. 

We ate liiuch in fly-blown Berbeta, where a native boy pulled a 
punkah over our heads and bits of plaster fell off the walls from the 
shell-holes made by the British Navy before the town was _ reconquered. 
It was hot, smelly and surrounded by desert, and I still cannot see 
why any man should wish to conquer Berbeta, let alone Miissolim, 
who has — or rather had — enouvh deserts already. 
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We crossed iu an hour to Aden. One more disappointment there. 
The scitiadron flying up to the defence of Egypt was so overloaded 
already that it could not take another passenger. But a troopship was 
waiting iu the harbour to leave foi Suez first thing in the morning, and 
the news from the Western Desert was better. The Germans, it seemed, 
had run themselves to a standstill. 

I sat down in the R. A. E. mess and wrote these notes on the Abys- 
sinian campaign ; 

“Most of the preconceived ideas of colonial warfare went west iu 
Abyssinia. The strategy ot defensive positions was proven false. Speed 
ami the fifth column broke the Italians. We concentrated superior 
fire-power at a few' unexpected places. Then we hit and went right on 
hitting so long as there was anything to hit — tactics which Hitler 
used in France and is using now in the Balkans. Before East Africa 
drops out of the war altogether, let us not forget why we won here. 

“It is the story of three battles. It begins among the reeds and 
swamps of the Juba River that cuts British Kenya from Italian Somali- 
land. When Napoleon or Caesar wanted to hold a river (I am qtioling 
one of the staff officers who designed this battle) he put a light .screen 
along his own bank and kept his main forces in the rear. He leL the 
enemy e.stablisli_ a bridgehead and send his troops across. Then he 
swept forward with his cavalry and cut the invaders off. 

“The modern Caesar did not believe in that. 

“He spread the mass of his army along both sides of the Juba 
River. General Cunningham forced a passage over the stream at two 
points, out through the Italian lines, aud his two columns converged 
on one another till they met behind tire enemy and formed a triangle 
with the river. Thet\ a third column smashed straight across the Juba 
and joined the triangle at its apex. The Italian Somalis, who fought 
more bravely here than anywhere else, were never allowed to reform. 

“In one increasing wave the British swept up the coast through 
Kisinayu, Brava aud Mogadishu. Then they wheeled left across one 
of the world’s most hellish deserts. Tlie lines of communication 
lengthened from 500 to 1000, then to 1500 miles. Great slabs of ,uu- 
couciuered territory lay on either side, aud still Cuuninghaju pushed on. 

_ At one time tlie advance went at more than sixty miles an hour. 
Eorries, guns and staff cars roared, up the road to Jijiga as though it 
was a cross-country race. As the anti-tank guns breasted each rise at 
one place they blew the enemy out of the valley below, aud charged 
after them to blow them out of the ■ next valley. It was untechuical, 

. unprecedented, and it knocked the Italians into bewildered surrender. 
They stood at last at Marda Pass between Jijiga and Harar. "Who ' 
wouldn t? An uncovered grassy plain leads tip to a line of steep hills. 
Gun.s mthe bills covered our approach for ten miles, and the hills 
themselves were honeycombed with inachine-gun' nests and traps.' But 
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the British wheeled upon the flanks and won the position. And central 
Abyssinia was onrs. 

"Now propaganda began to work. Stories of defeat at Juba and 
Marda Pass began to filter through to the Italians who were making a 
strong stand on the 6000-feel cliffs at Keren, in Eritrea. We spread 
those stories day and night — ^by pamphlets and broadcasts front 
Nairobi in many languages, by front-line broadcasts at Keren, by 
Selassie’s fifth column and by British missions in the interior. The 
effect was tremendous. 

‘In hundreds, then in thousands, the enemy conscripts began to 
desort. The Fascists, bewildered at the rot spreading everywhere, 
gave up their uutakeable fortress at Keren. And that actually was the 
finish. After Keren, where we had fairly heavy casualties, until Addis 
Ababa fell, there was not any more large-scale fighting. Harar and 
Diredawa were confused, half-hearted affairs. The last engagement at 
Awasli was hardly a fight at all. The Italians blew up the 500-foot 
railway bridge there, and banged off a few mortars across the gorge. 

" But the Duke of Aosta saw there was uo hope. He flew an envoy 
— strangely, it was an Italian naval attachd — into Diredawa to gain 
time while he drew up papers for complete surrender. 

“Then came Benghazi, Yugoslavia and Greece — and a new set of 
orders for Aosta. ‘I-Iold on,’ these said in effect. ‘Tie up the British 
in Abyssinia as long as you can.’ 

"The Duke hit upon the ruse of handing over to us the capital, 
with all Die embarrassment of looking after its thousands of white 
women and children and his disarmed soldiers. He guessed we would 
not abandon them to the natives. We did not. Addis Ababa was a 
hindrance to us. We were diverted from the job of immediately 
pursuing the main Italian forces down the Gimma road and northward 
up to Dessie. And now the guerrilla fighting will go on. But it is 
peace for a time in most of Alryssinia. I make these points about the 
campaign that might be worth remembering in Europe yet : 

“B'irst: subject peoples will rise against the Axis if given enough 
support. Second; the Air Force and the Army worked here as one 
iustruiiient, nnder a single high command. Third: we used only a 
few well-equipped men to risk a lot. It was actually just two brigades 
that made that final advance on, Addis Ababa, and half of those were 
native troops." 

It went on for months after I wrote this. Dessie fell on April, 
20th, and the Emperor folded up his red tent at last and entered the 
capital. Araba Alagi, “the second Keren," fell on May 26th, and at 
the end of a column, of seven thousand prisoners who marched out to 
surrender came Aosta himself. Resistance round the southern lakes 
collapsed. Gimma hung on until midsummer, and then Goudar albine 
was left holdinp" out in the rain in the north. There will probably 
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always be someone holding out somewhere against somebody in 
Abyssinia. But for all effective purposes the conquest of Italian East 
Africa took us about six mouths. It was a more permanent success 
than Cyrenaica and in many was's as brilliant. 

Going aboard my troopship in Aden, I was bombarded with ques- 
tions about the Middle East by hundreds of officers and troops who 
had been months at sea with little or no news on their voyage out 
fiom England. lu tlie short voyage to vStiesi I was forced to become a 
lecturer. My platform was the hatch, my audience men who had never 
seen the desert or Africa before. I spoke several times a day. They 
w'ere so eager for information; so quick to learn and tie me in knots 
with questions. I wonder where they are scattered now. 



Benghazi is indefensible from a milHary point of view . — Cairo 
COMJIUNIQDK, APRIL 3RD, 1941. 

TN the spring, at the moment of his triumph, Wavell was forced to 
decisions more difficitU, more dangerous and more important than 
any he had faced before. After the first rosy glow of optimism had 
passed, it was seen that the capture of Benghazi had not reduced 
British difficulties in the Middle East, but multiplied them. 

The first decision that had to be taken, and taken quickly, was 
whether we should advance to Tripoli. Tripoli was another good seven 
or eight hundred miles by land, and nearly all of it desert. The men 
who had reached Benghazi were tired, and many of the vehicles and 
weapons altogether worn out. Benghazi was already being mined and 
bombed so heavily by the newly arrived German aircraft that it was 
untenable by 'the Navy and unsuitable for the lime being as a supply 
port. 

True, units of another armoured division were now arriving in the 
Middle East, but the men were untrained in the desert, and in any case 
the campaign against Italian East Africa had already been launched 
and materials as well as men were needed there. Then again, of what 
use these extra eight hundred miles of desert coastline ? Valuable, of 
course, if Weygand in Algeria and Tunis threw in his lot with ours, but 
the !^ench were ,a long way from doing that. Benghazi as an invasion 
or air striking-point was almost as near Italy as Tripoli, and both were 
farther off than IVffilta, which we already held. It would require a large 
gairison-r^a larger one than we could spare — ^if we did seize the rest of 
Eibva. , . ■ , ■ 
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Those were the main points against going on — points that were 
thrashed ont by O’Connor and his generals as they studied their maps 
in the damp and gloomy bedrooms of the Hotel d’ltalia in Benghazi, 
and by Wavell in his office bj-^ the Nile, and by Churchill and the War 
Cabinet in London. 

But there were two big advantages in continuing the advance at 
once — first, the Italian army was in poor condition to resist even at the 
gales of Tripoli, and wotihl probablj' collapse against auj' sort of opposi- 
tion ; and, secondb', we should prevent the Axis from landing reinforce- 
ments and coining on again. 

There remained the political factor, and that probably tipped the 
balance against continuing. Greece, though still attacking, was 
wearying, and the Germans were preparing to march against her. 
Greece, in fact, sent an urgent recinest for help the moment Bengliazi 
fell. If the Nazis attacked through Bulgaria, then Greece would tall 
and with it our last chance of getting an easy foothold iu Europe. That 
was the vital thing. A foothold in Europe. There alone could we land 
with the approval and help of the local people. Once in Greece, an 
expeditionary force might prop the rvhole tumbling structure of the 
Balkans. Bulgaria might stiffen her altitude toward Germany, Yugos- 
lavia would be encouraged to turn down Hitler’s demands, and, last and 
most, Turkey might finally drop her neutrality and come in with us. 
The mountains of Greece were high. We had held a line there in the 
last war. Could it not be done again? ^ 

Neither Wavell iu Cairo nor the war Cabinet in London alone were 
competent to decide. So Mr, Eden and Sir John Dill got iu an 
aeroplane and flew to Cairo to thrash it out. They talked to Wavell, 
Cunningham, Longmore. They flew to Ankara and sounded out 
Sarajoglon and the Turks, they ,went on down to Athens. Then 
they came back to Cairo, well pleased with what they had seen and 
heard. General Smuts flew tip from South Africa to give his advice. 
Little by little the opinion grew that we could risk this adventure, that 
we could organize another and better Gallipoli in the Balkans. , It was 
not one man’s opinion. It was. certainly not’WaveU’s but Wavell 
naturally was the man who would have to carry out the job. 

And so, while the Middle East was still mellow with its victories 
and optimism still glowed in the arguments of the generals and the 
faces of their soldiers, it was decided that we should , march out upon 
Germany in the battlefield of Europe. 

Through, March Egypt hummed with activity. The Greeks had 
asked for at least six divisions. Very well, thfeu, we would give them 
five, anyway, aiid the help of the Fleet and twenty squadrons of, aircraft 
and food and oil. Sixty thousand men were ordered . to the ships — 
Australian and NeW Zealand infantry, Britishgunners and technicians 
and mechanized units.. What if Germany, was . steadily eatihv into 
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Bulgaria and putting it out that she had three hundred thousand of her 
best men ready to fight us in Greece? What if Hitler was announcing 
that he would take the offensive if the British landed ? Turkey would 
stand at our right hand. Eden had flown to Cyprus and had had an- 
other most satisfactory meeting with Sarajoglou, and the two statesmen 
hail been loudly cheered in a patriotic Turko-British demoustiation at 
Nicosia. The Yugoslavs would hold and aid us. Moreover, the snow 
still lay upon the Rhodope Mountains, blocking the German way south, 
and the Greeks were stoutly attacking still in Albania. 

There was .something else. The invasion of England was in the 
air. Hitler was declaring he fell youthful and eager in the spring. 
The German radio was more than hinting. Should invasion come, then 
the blow would be lessened if the Germans were also engaged at their 
back door in the Balkans. Both the Australian and New Zealand 
governments fully saw these points, and promised all the help they 
could in the coining campaign. 

And finally America and the world could not fail to be impressed 
if we honoured our pledge of help to the Greeks. 

That was March in Egypt, then — optimism, great mental activity 
and all the surge of ambition and hope that precedes adverrture. Iir 
contrast to the opening of the Benghazi campaign; there was no 
secret about the expeditionary force to Greece. Tire Egyptians were 
gossiping about it in the bazaars. New war correspondents were being 
lined np in Loudon for the “new front.” In Istanbul it was the major 
iiuestiou of the nroraeut and every politician discussed it. In Athens 
the German minister was kept fully informed, and his military allaclie 
was duly there on the quays at Piraeus when the first troopships 
arrived. Another member of tlie German Legation went through the 
New Zealand camp on the slopes of Hymettns, chatting with the troops 
in perfect English. (Greece, remejnber, had never broken off diplo- 
matic relations, and the German Legation remained in Athens through 
the war there,) 

The troops themselves knew all about it. They bad been nmstered 
at Alexandria and Port Said and were looking forward to a change 
from the eternal desert. New soldiers bad arrived from England and 
were eager for , the fight on the romantic soil of Greece. They had 
good weapons. There was talk of advancing through Europe to the 
relief of England, Courage and hope ran high. 

Wavell atone was non-committal. 

Three weeks later Belgrade was in ruins, and most of Cyrenaica 
was lost. Six weeks later the swastika was on the Acropolis, and what 
was left, of the British expeditionary force was evacuating on a bombed 
sea. Niue weeks latex the Germans held Crete. 

Against that Addis Ababa was ours. Tobruk held. Sections of 
the German forces , had been decimated. And the German plans, 
whatever they were, had been held up and disrupted. These were 
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some consolation. But, it might have been added, had yon never gone 
to Greece yon might still have had Benghazi and Crete too. Yon might 
have seized the Dodecanese and taken Syria with ease. Yon might 
never have had a revolt in Iraq. You might have extended the manling 
of the Italian army by the Greeks in Albania, for without 3 'onr interven- 
tion the Germans would not have entered Greece so soon. 

There were a dozen, a hundred “mights.” Rising out of the welter 
of mights was only the courage of the men who had fought for Greece 
and Crete and the desert. It was that courage that in the end lifted the 
Middle East out of the despondency caused by the Greek campaign. 
That and the holding of the Russians in Russia. 

Now, after the event, it is clear that there were one or tw'o major 
misapprehensions ruling in the spring of 1941. First we did not even 
then know that the Italians were so weak or the Germans so strong. 
We underestimated the ability of the Germans to reinforce Dibya and 
advance across Cyrenaica. We, perhaps deliberately, overemphasized 
the danger of the invasion threat to England. Politically we misjudged 
Turkey. Militarily w'e underestimated the German dive-bomber and 
the power of his airborne divisions. 

The German offensive in the Middle East followed the most 
careful political planning and the most exact militarj’^ preparation and 
timing. The German design was force and overwhelming fire-power 
applied in restricted areas. The chief interest of the enemy lay in dispers- 
ing Wavell's already widely divided armies to the utmost Accordiuglj', 
in strict logical setiuence Raschid Ali was encouraged to his coup tPlltat 
in Baghdad in early April; the Italian fleet was sent out to Matapau to 
draw the British Navy off while Benghazi was retaken; the Turks were 
threatened; the Italians in Abyssinia told to hold on to the last, and in 
the Far East the Japanese were persuaded to create new diversions; 
more pressure, too, was put ou England’s nerves. It was thereby 
hoped that England, threatened in the west by the Germans, and the 
Dominions, threatened in the east by the Japanese, would withhold 
sitpplies and nien from Wavell; that' within the Middle East itself 
Wavell wonW be forced to buttress Benghazi in the west, strengthen 
his forces attacking Italian East Africa in the south, aud rescue the 
R. A. F. garrisons in Iraq in the east, while his unsupported expedi- 
tion in Greece was destroyed by the main German army- 

And in some measure this scheme succeeded. Undoubtedly extra, 
reinforcements .thait would have gone to Greece were' retained for the 
protection of the Nile after Cyrenaica had fallen. The British forces 
in Cyrenaica- had been stripped to the bone. Then, too, the,, South 
Africans and Ipdians attacking Abyssinia and Eritrea, were prevented, 
by the continued Italian resistance from coining north to snpport. . the 
garrison of Egypt, Australia was compelled to divert troops to 
Singapore, and we had to land Indians at Basra to deal with' the Iraquis. 
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As later in Syria, the Gennaas had no intention of really supporting 
Raschid Ali, and he, poor little uintineer, was left in the larch after he 
had served his purpose. 

The presence of the Germans in Libya was not altogether a sur- 
prise. It was well known that Badoglio and the other Italian generals 
were removed to make way lot the new comniatiders sent down with 
troops from Germany. It was known that the Luftwaffe had occupied 
the air striking-bases in Sicily, and their bombers and fighters were 
appearing in increasing numbers over Malta and Benghazi with imicli 
more resourceful tactics than the Italians had ever shown. Our own 
R. A. F. kept reporting the continued and increasing arrival of troop- 
ships at Tripoli, 

There were several brushes between the Germans and our patrols 
in the desert between Benghazi and Tripoli. The first of these involved 
six armoured cars — three Germans, three British. The story runs 
that the two groups of cars were bowling down the coastal road 
beyond Aghcila, in opposite directions, and actually shot past one 
another. "My God,” said the British Comniander, “did you see who 
they were? Germans.” 

The three British cars turned about and made toward the enemy, 
one car coming straight down the road, the other two deploying in the 
desert on opposite sides of the road. The Germans followed exactly 
the same procedure. The result was distinctly unusual. While the 
two cars on the road were blazing away at one another, the other four 
got stuck in the sand ou either side. Kventually all extricated them- 
selves, and, still firing vigorotislyi the three Britsh cars crossed through 
the Germans again and both sides regrouped themselves, still three 
cars a side, much iu the manner of the game of oranges and lemons. 
There had been no hits, no casualties. It did uot seem that anyone 
was going to get a clear result, so both formations retired with dignity 
to their own lines. 

But Agheila fell, and Agedabia. Aud then General Lrwiu 
Rommel, the Nazi commander, with his one German armoured division, 
supported by the . residue . of the Italian forces, put Wavell's tactics 
into reverse. One section of his army fell unexpectedly upon Benghazi: 
the other crossed the deseirt south of the Green Mountains from west 
to east aud engaged the British at Mekili. It was the sort of military 
coup a commander cau expect once in a lifetime. 

The British in Benghazi had reduced their garrison to a skeleton. 
Most of the fighting vehicles were back in the Delta being repaired. 
For a hundred miles they had little or no support. Ancl the suddenness 
of the attack spread confusion. Light British tank forces that went out 
to engage returned to their base near Benghazi .only to find that while 
they were out , the petrol dump had been exploded — ^in error. The 
tanks vrithout fuel had to be abandoned. ' , 

Round Benghazi there were no defensive lines at all. There was 
nothing for it but to blow up equipment and munitions that could uot 
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be got away, and retire in as good order as possible until we had time 
to make a stand and discover the strength of the enemy. But the 
supply convoys that were toiling up that wearisome road from Tobruk 
and Egypt could not be turned about in a moment, nor could the 
troops suddenly be regrouped for defence. The British forces were 
still stressed for advance, not defence. Communications broke down. 
Units became isolated. 

General O’Connor and General Neame sent their immediate staffs 
and their baggage back by the main road and themselves followed a 
short-cut. They found themselves blocked dy a long convoy. A 
SMuadron of Nazi motor-cyclists, far in advance of the main German 
army, drove up. The British driver who first saw them was shot dead 
at point-blank range, and the German motor-cimlist who had shot him 
was in turn killed outright. But the other motor-cyclists closed in, 
and travelling up the line of vehicles they came on the generals’ car. 
It was the worst possible luck. With tommy-guns pointing at them 
through the car windows, O’Connor and Neame were compelled to 
surrender, and were promptl3' taken back to the German lines. Only 
a few days previously O'Connor had been knighted. No annj' could 
easily afford the loss of so shrewd a tactician, and this little Irishman, 
with his energy, his quick forceful manners and his charm, was loved 
in the desert. It was a bad blow. 

While the British on the coast and in the mountains were still 
giving ground and seeking to get ^ome cohesion into Iheir command, 
the Nazis’ desert column arrived suddenly at Meldli, where the British 
garrison under General Gainbier-Parry was in no condition to receive 
them. Gauibier-Parry was taken in his lent, and Mekili collapsed. 

It was now seen that no line could conveniently be held short of 
Tobruk, and on Tobruk now the Empire forces converged. From 
Egypt itself what reinforcements there were available were hurried up 
to meet the enemy on the escarpment. The Germans and the Italians, 
in the frrll tide of their success, flung themselves headlong on Tobruk. 
They were flung back. The Australians and British with their backs , 
to the sea had recovered from their surprise. They manned the long 
outer perimeter and fought with that desperate and deadly accuracy’ 
that was soon to become memorable in Greece and Crete. 

Shaken but not yet rebuffed, the enemy left a containing force 
round 'Tobruk and swept on easily to Bardia and the escarpment. But 
the advance had now spent itself. Indeed, some units had outrun 
their course, and prisoners in groups of some hundreds began to fall’ to 
the British. Rommel, hardly expecting so quick an advance,” had not 
equipped or provisioned his men for a long drive into enemy , territoryj 
No food or water conyoys could keep up, and soon his advance units 
were in desperate need. Provision-carrying aircraft were nqt enough. 
Germans were captured in a state of near insanity for lack ibf tvater, , , , 
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Upon Tobruk, then, Rommel turned the full power of his consider- 
able force of Stukas, Heinkels and Messerschmitls, and there began a 
series of violent raids which in the next three months reached the 
amazing- total of one thousand. Heavy guns were drawn up to pound 
the outer perimeter. Heavy tanks and eight-wheeled armoured cars 
were turned upon the perimeter itself. Cut off, short of water and food, 
lacking sleep and many of the crudest amenities of life in the field, the 
Tobruk garrison fought back. Attack after attack was launclied against 
it, and though one penetrated a little distance into the outer perimeter, 
making a blister in the British line, every onslaught was halted. 

At the end of a month the enemy abated their direct attacks. 

At the end of two mouths they were abandoning their heavy dive- 
bombing raids and were resorting to shelling. They began digging in 
themselves. Unable to make a surgical operation upon this angry 
ulcer in the side of their lines, the Germans decided to seal it up. 

At the end of three months the “rats of Tobruk” — Uord Haw-Haw’s 
description — were taking the offensive with nightly fighting patrols. 
Nor was Haw-Haw’s other description of them as “the self-supporting 
prisoners” quite accurate. Tobruk pegged the German advance. Always 
it lay athwart the enemy’s lines, restless, threatening and defiant. 

Inside the garrison the men lived a .strange restricted life 
without liquor or women or picture shows or amusenionls of any kind. 
They had no fresh vegetables. They were pestered l)y heat, saud and 
flies. They had no ice. They were bombed every day and every night. 
The ships that brought them supplies of bullets aud bully beef were 
sometimes sunk in the harbour. But they learned to make a life out of 
this confinement. They played cricket on the saud. They swam. The 
cooks and orderlies and batmen amused themselves by collecting old 
pieces of Italian pre-war cannon and aumiunitiou. These they rigged up 
as best they cortld on bits of rock and concrete. Having no preci.sinn 
instrnnients, they poked their heads up the barrel.s of the guns and 
sighted them that way before the charge was pul in. They achieved 
elevation and direction by removing or adding another rock to the base 
of the cannon. And in their spare time they banged away at the enemy, 
.alongside the' modern twenty-five-pounders— banged away so effect- 
ively that the Australian general in command was forced to give them 
official recognition and an hononred place in the firing line. Anti- 
aircraft guns were lacking, so the garrison turned small arms upon the 
raiders, aud one officer alone brought down six with a Uewis gun. 
Never was a mote timely stand made; never one more vigorously 
continued, 

Of many good stories of Tobruk here is the one I like best. A tiny 
Greek frbightet was loaded with German prisoners in Tobruk harbour 
aud told to proceed , to Alexandria, Three knots was the speed of the 
freighter and three knots was her absolute utmost. Dive-bombers 
attacked' the vessel,, aud though 'an escorting British , iuineswdeper did 
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what she conid, and the German prisoners rushed on deck waving 
white towels and tablecloths, the little freighter disappeared beneath 
tons of exploded water. When the raid was over, the minesweeper 
drew near again. Smoke was belching from the funnel of the Greek — 
from the funnel and the ventilators and the bridgehead. And she was 
doing nine knots. 

It is ridiculous of course to assert that the Germans in the course 
of a few days regained all that Mussolini had lost in two months in 
Cyrenaica. Even a juicy morsel of the desert like Cyreiiaica is of little 
value unless one destroys armies there. That Wavell had done with 
a vengeance. Our retreat cost us under three thousand men and 
fewer vehicles. Nevertheless, the loss of Benghazi was a bitter 
surprise and it affected our enterprise in Greece. 



The enemy, by the employment ot greatly superior numbers, had 
obtained complete command ot the air, and by repeated attacks had 
made unusable the one available good port, the Piraeus at Athens . , . •. 
Consequently re-embarkation had to lake place from open beaches 
against continuous enemy pressure on land and heavy and repeated 
attacks from the air. , . . Rearguards which cover this withdrawal 
may have to sacrifice themselves to secure the re-embarkation of 
others . — c.mro COMMUNiguii, may 1st, 1941. 

T'WO unlooked-for events of the greatest help to the expeditionary 
force to Greece had occurred at the end of March. , On the 
27 til, General Simovitch made his coup d'itat in Belgrade, bringing 
Yugoslavia over to the Allies'; the following day Admiral Cunningham 
joined the battle of Matapan and sank seven Italian warships. 

At that moment it appeared that fortune was really with us and that 
the Greek adventure would go forward with success. But then there 
followed, one after another in the firstweek of April, the fall of Benghazi, 
the coup d’itat of Raschid Ali in Baghdad and the opening of the 
German attacks on Yugoslavia and Greece. The future clouded oyer. 

Our expedition was landed principally at Piraeus and Volos. The 
force consisted of 24,100 British, 17,125 Australians and 16,532 ■ New 
Zealanders, About 6Q,Ci00 in all. They were fully equipped with 
sixty aud twenty-five-pbunder guns and, there, was also an armoured 
brigade; the infantry vfere transported in trucks. ' General Wilson, 
was in command. 

I myself was going across with other war ' correspoudents. On 
the morning of departure 'Clifford aud Edward Ward of Ihe-B. B, G., 
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my wife and myself gathered gloomily for a drink iu the Hotel Cecil 
at A-lexandria. None of ns were optimistic about the campaign ahead. 
We ordered chaifipagne and drank a toast to “the new Dunkirk at 
Salonika.” I don’t know how far that feeling went through the army, 
but we had it pretty strongly at the time. Morbidly, I remembered 
Lawrence writing in his Seven Pillars ot Wisdom of a moment in the 
last war that seemed unpleasantly like this: “Meanwhile I heard of 
A.llenhy’s excellence, and of the last tragedy^ of Murray, that second 
attack on Gaza which London forced on one top weak or too politic to 
resist; and how we went into it, everybody, generals and stafi officers, 
even soldiers, convinced that we should lose.” 

No. We definitely did not feel cheerful that morning. With a 
mixture of disappointment and relief I got a last-minute cable from 
London ordering me to Addis Ababa instead. 

The wind freshened in the bay, and we stayed on iu our bedroom 
playing bridge until the others had to leave. When they had gone it 
was in my mind that anythiug might happen and we might not 
meet again. 

When the correspondents reached Athens a colonel came to warn 
them against^pptimiam, and Clifford, with more justice than he knew, 
remarked -. All we need now is a rubber boat, a false set of whiskers, 
and a Boliviau passport.” 


Yet still events favoured the expedition. Practically all the troops 
were lauded without mishap. It had been decided from the first that 
the Greek armies should continue- to hold the line against the Italians 
in the west— a thing they were eminently capable of doing. The Greeks 
also should man the forts guarding Salonika from the north and north- 
east, along the Bulgarian border. The British would hold the central 
reaching parallel with the Yugoslav border, from the 
Gulf of balouite to Floriua. And when Simovitch revolted it began to 
appear more likely that the Turks would come in to support our right 
^uk and petbaps even latinch a side attack upon Bulgaria, which by 
this time was nothing more than a German camping ground. Hurricanes 
flew low over Athens and there was rejoicing among the Greeks at the 
arrival of their strong ally. 


But the events of that first week in April went by almost too 
suddenly to be believed. The Greeks on the Salonika front, valiant as 
ever, turned back the first German wave, apd the main enemy attack 
swept westwards into Yugoslavia. Belgrade was beaten down, and 
that the Slavs had notliing but valour to offer 
gainst the Germans. • Pressing on thrdiigh Skoplje the Atlolf Hitler 
Division pitted hands with the Italian Bersaglieri from' Albania, dis- 
rupting all Yugoslavia and cutting Simoviteb’s army from the Greeks 
j' : W^ttttwhile the British were hurried up from Yolos and 
.,Awtts, and a hne.was guickly formed' streching from Mount Olympus 
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to Edessa and Fiorina. Bnl now the Germans, wheeling sonth from 
Yugoslavia, advanced down the Vaidat valley and fell upon Salonika. 
Nine davs’ fighting gave them the town. Still Turkey did not 
move. 

The Greeks then found themselves in danger of isolation in 
the west, and began to withdraw from their positions in Albania, 
with the [talians hard on their heels. We had to close the gap on the 
Yirgoslav b ,rder. On the mountains ut Fiorina tlie Adolf Hitler 
Division and the Impel ial forces clashed ; the standardized shock- 
trooper against -the individnalistic colonial. Tank was opposed to 
tank; the German three-inch mortar against the Btitish twenty-five- 
pounder. 



GRIiKCR AND CRRTE 


And while the battle was still locked with horrible carnage in the 
field, it became apparent that the Germans had overwhelming mastery 
of the air, and there was nothing, absolutely nothing, we could do 
about it. The Germans had come to Greece determined to conquer the 
country mainly with the use of the Stuka, the bomber and the fighter — 
the dive-bomber was actually taking the place of artillery — and we 
bad come to Greece unprepared to meet them. Our advanced striking- 
bases were pitifully few in number, and those there wfere came im- 
mediately under a blitz that knocked them out of action almost over- 

in 
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night. Hedge-hopping over the mountains, the German Messers- 
chniitts tell upon one airfield after another, and wiped out whole 
squadrons of British aircraft. They never ceased coming. British 
crews at some places never even had a chance to get to their bombers 
and load them; the bombers got no chance to take off. Messer schmitts 
would hang about drawing the ack-ack fire, and then cnt down beneath 
it to machine-gun the helpless British Bfurricanes on the ground. 

Things were little better back in our rear bases. Harissa was 
overwhelmed. Down in Piraeus harbour, where the German blit?: 
touched a climax on the first night of the war, a bombed ship, instead 
of being towed out of the harbour, was left blazing. The flames ignited 
another vessel full of T. N. T., and in a second the harbour was sava- 
ged and battered with a volcanic explosion. Ships, wharves and 
buildings burned. Hater, a whole cargo of Hurricanes went to the 
bottom. 

And now up at the front the Empire troops came under an unres- 
tricted bombing attack that never relaxed until they escaped to Crete 
and Egypt. Everj' road was blitzed with every type of bombing — high 
and low level, dive-bombing and ground-strafing. Broken vehicles 
littered the roadsides. Communications were disorganized. The Stuka 
was the new artillery — the mechanical device that carried the missile 
over the mountains to the target and dropped it there. The Stuka 
pilot saw what he wanted to hit, and weut at it in a perpendicular dive 
at so sickening a rush that he sometimes fainted. To guard agaitist 
this, the Germans had fitted the Stukas with a device which auto- 
matically released the bombs and pulled the plane out of its dive, 
keeping it airborne until the pilot had recovered. 

Dive-bombers are a sitting target for fighters, but we had none 
now to bring against them. For the Huftwaffe it was just a matter of 
hopping over from Bulgaria, getting rid of the bombs, and then going 
back for more. In hundreds the bombers were plying to and fro on 
their unmolested way. Where the R. A. F. was able to get fighters 
into the air_ they made havoc, but some soldiers went tlirough this 
campaign without seeing a British aircraft in the sky. 

Shaken by this airborne attack, Wilson flew back from Fiorina and 
Edessa toward the coast. On Olympus the New Zealanders stood and 
fought. This was their battle and they made it great. They stood to 
let the other British forces get through to form a line farther back. But 
in the west the Greeks could do no more. Six Greek generals at the 
front met and informed the British they would seek a separate 
armistice. After six mouths of continuous war that had even drawn 
women into the front line, the Greeks had been broken at last, and an 
armistice now was all that was left to them — ^all, in fact, they could 
expect. The Fascists alone they had disgraced for ever. Germany 
was too much, _ The Greeks had their glory. Wilson had a first-class 
problem in deciding how to get his men out of Greece and home afain. 
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He retired now to a line mnning from Thermopylae to Delphi, 
where again a battalion or two of Dominion troop's stood while their 
comrades pushed on south. By the end of April they were pouring 
through Athens to the embarkation ports. German parachutists 
disrupted the retreat; a whole body of them landed round the Corinth 
Caual. Some fell in the Canal. Many others, dropped from too low 
an altitude (three hundred feet) smashed their thighs on landing and 
were tended by British doctors. But others got to earth safeb', and 
the German technique of parachuting was revealed very clearly. 

A zone perhaps half a mile square was selected, and around this 
the bombers laid down a barrage almost too heavy for any unprotected 
living being to survive. While this was in progress troop-carrying 
planes flew through the bombers and dropped their parachutists in the 
protected area in the middle of the bombed zone. The parachutes 
carrying equipment were of different colours, so that the descending 
men could quickly sort out their weapons on the ground. The para- 
chutes were opened instantlj' by a special device which left a puff of 
French chalk in the air. These tactics were a rehearsal and a warning 
of what was going to happen in Crete. 

Upon the beaches the British set about destroying, the last of their 
equipment, putting bullets into car tyres, ramming shells the wrong 
way down gun barrels and firing the charges, smashing engines with 
crowbars, draining oil sumps and leaving the motors running, plunging 
vehicles over cliffs, shooting horses, firing dumps of munitions, oil and 
food. The order to the me'n marching to the ships was: "Don’t take 
shelter, or if you do you will be left behind. Carry your wounded and 
leave your dead.” 

Some were stranded and cut off in the vicinity of Volos; others got 
away from four embarkation ports to the east of Athens; many were 
taken off from Nauplion in Peloponnesos or from farther south. There 
were many remarkable escapes. Destroyers ran dangerously close 
inshore and men swam out to them. Many pat to sea in small Greek 
fishing boats. Suirderland flying boats crossed from Crete and each 
packed ninety men aboard, including three standing in the lavatory. 

Weeks later in Cyprus I came upon a group of two hundred 
Australians who in Greek caiqties had sailed across to Turkey and 
thence passed right through the Dodecanese. And in the end some 
45,000 of the original 60,000 'who had landed, in Greece got away. They 
had lost all their equipment, but the total of 15,000 men killed or taken 
prisoner was not in the circumstances very large. Great credit 
redounded to the Navy, 

By the end of April, then, the Germans were in Athens, and had 
crossed to Sauiothrace,, Lemnos and other Greek islands where little , 
resistance was offered:, Our second Gallipoli had been lost. Our foot- 
hold in Europe was p^one. It remained to be seeh whether we .coujd 
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hold Crete and Tobruk; Mr. Churchill announced on May I7th that 
these would be defended to the last man. 

On the fall of Greece niaiij' of the evacuating ships made for Crete. 
In Suda Bay there was great congestion, and more than one warship 
was damaged or suuk by the successive waves of German raiders which 
continued to harass the British across the sea. We had now been in 
occupation of Crete for many months. One brigade, camped among the 
olives and vines between Cauea and Suda Bay, had discharged the 
garrison duties. The air force had also maintained a base there, and 
although it was not thought necessary to dig underground hangars, 
two ni nways were cleared at Maleiue, near Catiea, and some attention 
had been given to the construction of landing fields at Retimo, midway 
to Ileraklinn (Caudia) and at Herakliou itself. A few shore batteries 
and anti-aircraft guns had been established, and inachine-gnn nests 
coniiuauded the approaches to the northern ports. A few Bren-gun 
carriers were on the island, but all of the scanty artillery was captured 
Italian stuff. There were six infantry tanks, but little general trans- 
port. Ettnipnient, such as field telephones, wireless and so on, was 
lacking. 

The island, one hundred and sixty miles of broken, barren mount- 
ains, offered little attraction to an invader. Water was short, flat 
stretches on which to'laud aircraft practically non-existent, and the 
serviceable ports were virtually confined to Heraklion and the deep, 
almost laudlocked. reaches of Suda Bay, six miles long. The villagers 
were sturdy, primitive people, who had worked a poor living in wine 
and cheese and olives from the rocky red soil. The local defence force 
amounted to nothing more than a few guerrilla fighters. But to these 
were added uow some two Greek divisions from Greece, King George 
of the Hellenes and his Cabinet had also arrived on the island, and the 
national patriotic movement flourished strongly. 

After the fall of Greece the British arrivals brought the Imperial 
garrison in Crete up to 27,SS0 men made up of 14,000 British, 6,450 
Australians. 7,100 New Zealanders. Major-General Bh'eyberg, the Com- 
luander-iu-Chief of the New Zealanders, was placed in comniand. 

At the beginning of May, Wavell and Wilson flew to Crete for a 
secret conference with Freyberg. They discussed then how the island 
snoiald be held, Fieybeig had barely three weeks iii 'which to straight- 
en out the tangle of evacuated troops : to send some away, to retain 
others; to share out the little equipment they had; to set up new strong- 
posts round the island— endeavouring all the time to keep the Nazi air 
raiders at bay. The Navy especially were suffering under the incessant 
^pr attacks, and six warships were sunk around Crete. Others, capital 
® i thern, were damaged. Freyherg’s headquarters were 

established upon the Akrotiri peninsula of Suda Bay, and upon that 
small area,' reaching through from Suda Bay to Canea and Maleme, the 

German air attack's were insistent. 
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Our R. A. F. raeanwliile were reporting that large numbers of 
enemy aircraft were massing on half a dozen landing fields in the south 
of Greece. On the island of Melos, which the R. A. F. had found unsuit- 
able as a base, the Luftwaffe had established an aerodrome in the 
space of eight days. There was activity, loo, in the Dodecanese, and 
the Germans were observed to be collecting numbers of caiques and 
small coastal vessels. The R. A. F. in its present depleted state could 
not hope to break up these formations ; the Navy and the Fleet Air 
Arm were busy with raids upon Tripoli, where the Germans were still 
reinforcing Libya. 

In Cairo it was well known that a German airborne division 
was gathering in Greece, but its destination was an open question. 
Crete was the obvious answer. But it might, too, have been Cyprus 
or Syria or the Western Desert, even the Delta itself. Airborne 
divisions were still something new in the Middle East, and, since we 
held loo vast a territory to be closely garrisoned, the presence of this 
one was a menace everywhere. Its strength was placed at about nine 
thousand men, and, as it was believed to carry its own armaments up 
to a 75-millimetre gttu, it was a formidable opponent. 

Vichy and the rebel government in Iraq were playing Germany’s 
game to the utmost now. Raschid Ali was in open revolt, and the 
Germans were sending aircraft through Syria to aid him. Once again 
the enemy was making a very extensive and ingenious attempt to hide 
his real intentions. The next move was up to him, and we had to 
expect attack in the Western Desert, in Crete,. Syria, Cyprus, Iraq — or 
in all five places simultaueotisly. 

I myself took ship to Cyprus to see what I could, glean there, and 
arrived in time for the island’s first air raid on the capital, Nicosia. It 
was a half-hearted affair, carried out by Italians, but it showed that the 
Axis was casting its net far and wide in the effort to split Jip the 
Middle East command. For the moment it really did seem that the 
German way lay through Cyprus: as if, by establishing a chain linking 
Greece, the Dodecanese, Cyprus, Syria and Iraq, she was going to 
isolate Turkey and absorb her into the Axis. 

I travelled across to Cyprus overnight in a merchantman that was 
carrying new guns to md the island’s slender garrison. We landed at 
Famagusta, where the sandstone ruins of the crusading days rise from 
the edge of the sea, and the Moors worship in a Norman cathedral. For 
twelve shillings one could take a special train from there and travel 
across the flattish plains of the eastern end of the island to the, 
old walled capital, Nicosia. For two or three days we idled there, , 
buying silk in the markets, meeting the garrison officers, lunching 
with Sir Wilfred Batter shill, the Governor, whose residence is a more 
than modern affair, where the interior walls slide up and down into 
the second storey, and Roman arches rise over a tiled swimming bath. 
We drove on across the lovely island to Kvrenia in the north and the 
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mined castle of St. Hilatton, where j'on can clearly see the Turkish 
coasts and flowers bloom richly aiiionjr the vines. Beyond that, at 
Morpliou, the gokl-pyrite-copper mines, run by an American syndicate, 
lay idle for the want of shipping. 

We went down along the southern coast, where we fell in with an 
R. A. F. pilot wdio a day or two before had taken the first American 
Tomahawk into action in the Middle East. He had raided Palmyra, in 
Syria, he said, and the Tomahaw'k had gone beautifully. He had sur- 
prised three or four German aircraft on the ground, and his big cannon 
had blown bits off their fuselage as he dived at 350 miles an hour. He 
had lingered so long over his target that his petrol had run out in the 
mountains on the way home, and only after a forced lauding had he 
managed to get back. Now he was in Cyprus with his Tomahawk to 
intercept any more Germans going across from Greece. 

The rest of the island was slowly and reluctantly shaldng itself 
out of its ease in this dreaming corner of the Mediterranean. Now at 
last they were being drawn into the war, and clearly they might be in 
very great danger indeed. There were a number of Polish refugees 
here, and these, together with British wives and children, were being 
sent away. Yet one could bardly believe in wars here in this holiday 
place of pine forests and donkeys and wine and flowers. Something 
in the sun and the solid earth bound the island to the more definite 
realities of farms and fields and crops and fishermen’s homes by the 
sea. There was an essential “villageness” about everything, that 
would not and .could not absorb the possibility of war. 

Crete had been like that, too. And Greece. Yet it was refreshing 
to meet the sense of peace again for a little, and I came back to Egypt 
determined to go on at once to Crete and continue ou down the 
Mediterranean to Malta, so that I might write the story of the island 
front line, and trace the differences between the outright war in Malta, 
the preparation for war in Crete, and the peace in Cyprus. I had a 
theory that the waiting for war was a worse strain than actually heiug 
in war, so that Malta in the midst of its gunfire might be fundament- 
ally a happier place than Cyprus, where the people merely dreaded 
and waited. 
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Early this morning German parachutists and airboime troops 
made an attempt to secure a tooting on the island . — caiko com- 
munique, MAY 20Tir, 1941. 

Alter twelve days of what has undoubtedly been the fiercest fight- 
ing in this war it was decided to withdrma onr forces from Crete . — 
CAIRO COMMUNIQUE, JUNE IST, 1941. 


I was wailing to embark for Crete, air raids of exceptioual 
^ ^ ferocity and extent began to fall upon the northern coasts of the 
island, and continued with rising intensity for three days. The British 
warships especially came tinder the barrage. The cruiser York had 
been sunk in Suda Bay by enemy sailors who, courageously, came 
riding in astride torpedoes. But the sliip rested on the bottom, and 
although her decks were awash she kept firing ,on raiders with A. A. 
guns. York was repaired by divers, and a salvage party was about to 
raise her to the surface when enemy aircraft scored a dead hit with 
another torpedo~and sank her for the last time. 

But now from Suda Bay other warships and the shore batteries 
fired back, and all the garrison — the New Zealanders round Suda, the 
Australians at Retimo and Heraklion, and the British and Greeks inter- 
spersed among them — laj^ under cover from the shock and blast of 
thousand-pound bombs. By may 19tli it was apparent that this was no 
normal raid. It was the preparation for something big. Perhaps 
invasion.' 

The night of May 19th-20lh was still and clear and bright. But 
with the first light the sky was filled with the noise of machines : 
machines everywhere flying very low. The biggest dive-bombing 
attack yet had begun. 

Then the sentries along the coast saw them^ — little white iazy dots 
that looked like flung bits of paper in the sky. Parachutists. Some 
down by the beach, some over the hill, then parachutists dropping 
everywhere in scores and hundreds, falling straight down on to the 
villages and the vines, straight into the anus of the waiting men, on to 
the tents, the slit trenches, and the guns. The half-lighted morning 
sky was filled with twisting, turning aircraft, hundreds of them bearing 
down in long lines froni the sea. 

And now machine-gun and small-arms fire cracked through the din 
of bombs and exploding shells. At Heraklion and Suda and . Cahea 
and Maieme the Imperial troops were firing straight out of their 
trenches and rock shelters into the sky.- The aircraft were spilling out 
the parachutists from only a few hundred-feet, and as they came down, 
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squirming and running with their legs to break the fall, the British 
picked them off with Bren gnus and Lewis guns, with rifles and pistols, 
with hand-grenades and bas^onels. Soinetiiiies a whole sector of the 
sky, crowded with parachutists, would fill the sights of a machine-gun, 
so that all were killed in the air and the parachutes would deposit only 
inert, clumsy bodies on the ground. 

As the enemy soldiers came down they could be heard calling to 
one another to rallj' their spirits or warn one another of the dangers 
below, and those that landed safely and found a little shelter from the 
bullets that were flying everywhere started shouting for others to join 
them. It w'as essential for them to keep together, for alone they were 
helpless, and since one man might be carrying the barrel of a machine- 
gun, another the base, and a third the anjmunition, they were not an 
effective unit unless they got together. 

All the falling men were heavily booted and heavily harnessed 
with equipment. They wore camouflaged overalls with the parachutists’ 
special badge, and a rimless helmet. They wore wrist and ankle 
bandages. In their packs were blankets, little stoves and utensils for 
boiling water, water bottles, clips of ammunition, sacks of hand-grenades, 
knives, gloves, greatcoats, torches, underclothing and many other 
things the soldier cai’ries. Most had tommy-guns and pistols. Many 
had as well the parts of heavier guns, bicyclesi signalling and radio 
sets, and all niauuer of weapons that might be used in guerrilla warfare. 

Some had a trick of turning a somersault as they were about to land 
in order to break their fall. They were only a few seconds in the air, 
and instinctively they clutched at a device to release them from their 
parachutes as soon as they were down. Then they would crouch behind 
bushes and wriggle forward among the rocks, calling to their fellows 
until enough were banded together to make a knot of resistance. 

But their tommy-guns had a range only of two hundred yards, and 
the British standing back from a safe distance would pick them oH at 
four or five hundred yards with rifles and machine-guns. Again and 
again in the thick of this day’s fighting the British charged into close 
quarters with bayonet and hand-grenade, for there was a moment when 
the parachutist had first landed when he' was dazed and could be taken 
prisoner, or knifed. ■ 

Bvery enemy soldier was working upon rigid iiislruclions set out 
for him on his maps. The coast had been carefully charted, and the 
men were dropped according to_a set design. But in the descent and 
On the ground all became confusion, because so many were killed and 
wounded, and the heavy firing not only of guns and rifles but of bombs 
made an already unfamiliar territory doubly strange. At scattered 
points all down, the coast from Heraklion to Maleme it went on, while 
flames lifted over the burning village houses and the olive groves, and 
• along every rosd and upon every village the incessant heavy dive- 
bombing went on andon. 
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Upon Suda came something that had nevet been seen in action in 
the world, before — glider troops. Over the great knoll that lonus the 
seaward side of the bay came big, troop-carrying aeroplanes, drawing 
gliders behind them. The gliders were attached to the mother craft by 
a cable, and each glider had the wiugspread of a large passenger 
machine. Thejr carried ten men. As they swept np to the bay the 
glider pilots sliliped their cables and floated out over the rocky hills 
looking for a‘la;iding place, and the men who saw them come said they 
were more sinister than the parachnlists, stranger and more menacing. 
Some flew straight upon Corps Headquarters, as though they would 
land there, and each soldier below felt the lauding would be made upon 
his own head. But the wings tilted just over the treetops, and in a 
swift rush the gliders were carried over the hilltop. Clearly the pilots 
had expected a flat space there where they could land or pancake down, 
but their maps were at fault. The machines crashed heavily in a sharp 
rocky valley, and the crews and passengers were killed, outright. 
Others wrecked themselves among the scrub and rock around Maleme, 
where the parachutistswere falling thickly, and the British gunners were 
upon them before the unwounded men could rise and make a stand. 

Strewn along the northern coast then for a hundred miles men 
were fighting in isolated groups among the rocks and the olives and the 
vines ; and over everything rose the insistent heavy bombing and the 
answering gunfire. 

Gradually toward evening it bacame apparent that the Germans 
had made landings in three main sectors — Heraklion, Relimo and the 
Suda Bay — Cauea — Maleme sector. These three areas were the sites of 
Crete’s three lauding fields, so it was obvious that the Germans were 
intent upon getting control of these before anything else. Some three 
thousand parachute troops had been dropped, and of these about 
eighteen hundred had been killed or made prisoner by the end of the 
day. Others, wounded among them, were still hiding among the 
foothills and along the beaches. Still the bombing continued into the 
night, still parachutists were landing, and still the wounded and dead 
were being brought in. 

I®was with Mr. Peter Fraser, the New Zealand Premier, in Cairo, 
when General Fteyberg’s message came in ; “It has been a hard day.” 
It seemed like a message coming out of another world, for there was 
little the remainder of the forces in the Middle , East could do but wait 
and watch. ' 

. Again, as in Greece, the Germans had control of the sky. The few 
fighter planes oh Crete had not been able to deter the invasion, and 
now they were finished, Bombers might reach the island on the morrow, 
but the distance was too far for fighters to accompany them, and what 
could they bomb when .they got there? And the morrow promised, to 
be as bad or worse than the first day. 

The news from Crete was painfully and, pitifully scarce through the 
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uiglil. The Gerinaus, auwilling to publicize au adventure before it 
was a success, were sayiug nothing either in their couimuuiques or on 
their radio. Freyberg had the use of a military wireless, but his 
own communications on the island were poor. Sometimes for many 
hours no news at all came from Crete. But it was becoming clear 
from OUT air reconnaissance reports that the Gerinaus were operating 
from at least half a dozen lauding fields in the Peloponnesus and 
Southern Greece, as well as the island of Melos and the Dodecanese. 
All these points were harely an hour’s Bight from Crete across the sea, 
and the German aircraft were kept ferrying back and forth, each plane 
making several journeys through the day. The enemy aircraft were 
packed wingtip to wiugtip on their Greek bases. They were of all 
types — Messerschmitts, Heiukels, Stukas, Junkers, Focke-Wulfs — 
troop-carriers capable of lifting thirty fully equipped men into the air. 
It was the airborne division in action. Now we knew its destination. 
Undoubtedly it would be supported by seaborne troops sailing in those 
scores of Greek fishing boats which the Germans had been so busily 
collecting through the past few weeks. Crete was going to be 
subjected to the most violent and desperate storming that had ever 
yet fallen upon the island. 

Our hope lay in Freyberg’s men, and the Greeks already on the 
island, and their thin equipment. But there were some things that 
could be done to help. From the neighbourhood of Mersa Matrub 
the R. A. F. prepared to bomb the Invasion ports from which the Germ- 
ans were setting out — a flight of six hundred miles each way. Other 
bombers were got ready to make the 700-uiile journey to Crete and 
back. Hurricanes were stripped of amraunition and equipped with 
extra fuel tanks in the hope that they would be able to get to island 
and have half an hour’s fighting there before they were forced to run 
for home. But already at this early moment it was seen that the 
R. A. F.’s chances were limited. The Crete sky swarmed with German 
fighters which flipped easily back and forth to Melos and the Dode- 
canese. lu the daylight our bombers would have little chance against 
them. Maleme and the two other landing fields were already un- 
tenable under the German bombing barrage. No British aircraft could 
be stationed on Crete. None could even land there to re-fuel. 

Again the High Command turned to the Navy and asked Cunning- 
ham to do what he could. ■ Ships to lake more men, guns, ammunition 
and food to Crete were wanted. Somehow they would have to be 
landed under the German barrage — ^aud landed quickly, before it was 
too late. Any attempt at a sea iuvasioii had to be frustrated. 

Once again the Admiral ordered his ships ont. This was to be the 
old fleet’s last battle in the unequal fight of ships against bombers, 
and possibly it was the greatest battle of all. , It was to take a greater 
toll of lives than Matapan, It will be remembered that the sailors 
went bnf well knowing ' that the odds against them would be much 



MKDlTERiiAHiiAN l-'RONT 


155 


greater than in the Greek evacuation, and their chances of survival 
much less. 

That first nightfall found a compact group of parachutists still 
holding out on Maleine airport. It was essential for the British to expel 
them, reoccupy the entire aerodrome, and wreck the two rnuwnj’s that 
ran down to the seashore in a "V” formation, the arms of the “V” 
uniting on the beach. Only then could we prevent the enemy from 
getting his troop-carriers down ou the morrow. The gliders had been 
a failure, and it had been proven that paiachutisls by themselves could 
be dealt with. The whole battle now hinged on whether the Germans 
could get the main body of their airborne troops down by landing them 
from aircraft ou Maleme. Freyberg attacked. His New Zealand 
infantry made headway, and in the morning they were in possession of 
a part of the airfield. 

The second day — the day that was to decide the battle of Crete — 
broke clear and warm. Over most of the island the colours still 
glanced up from the pale blue peaceful sea along the high cliffs, and 
gulls wheeled unmolested through a quiet sky beyond Ida and the 
White Mountains. But ou that strip of northern coast the battle was 
continuing in a fury that was not to reach its peak until tire end of the 
day. From dawn the dive-bombers were over in hundreds; and the 
parachutists; aud now something in addition — ^troop-carriers and supply- 
planes. Three-inch mortars that had done deadly work in Greece were 
floated down in big cylinders. Light field actlllery supported by three 
separate parachutes were released. Then came motor-cycles, boxes of 
medical supplies, ammunition, signalling sets, tinned food, barrels of 
water — all suspended on parachutes, all dropped at a steady rhythm 
aud on a set plan. Little by little the group of parachutists fighting at 
Maleme added to their numbers. They began to get machiue-guus into 
action. Soon they had a mortar assembled, aud were winning back the 
ground they had lost in the night. Aud still more and more German 
aircraft filled the sky with the noise of rushing express trains as they 
dropped more men, more supplies. 

By evening Freyberg was ready with a new attack — tanks first, 
then the New Zealand infantry coming in, and at the end, as they 
wearied, an Australian brigade was to break through. 

It came as near to success as any failure could. The tanks went 
in, but iu the'confusion after Greece some had been furnished with the 
wrong ammunition and were smashed up without their crews being 
able to fire an answering shot. The New Zealanders advanced, but 
when they looked for the, support of the Auslraiiah brigade, it had not 
yet arrived. Poor communications had made it late in starting, and 
the heavy air blitz aldng the roads had delayed its progress. The New 
Zealanders had almost but not quite gained their objectives, but now, 
they were not able to go ph alone. . ■ 
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And now the Germans sent down their big troop-carriers on to 
the Maleuie runways. The first dozen aircraft pilots, with the deliber- 
ation ot men committing suicide, landed their machines straight into the 
line of British artillery fire, and were smashed to pieces with their 
passengers. And still others followed them into the arena of flaming 
wrecks and wounded and dying men. At last one troop-carrier got down. 
Then another. Then others were destroyed. Then another got down. 
In five minutes the Germans were out of each machine and taking 
cover, and the pilot was off again. Some of the aircraft were blown up 
as they steadied for a lauding, others as they taxied to a standstill, 
others again as they rose from the take-off. At immense cost the 
Germans were getting a few men aground — just enough to hold back 
the British from the aerodrome. 

It was useless now to regret that we had not laid obstacles across 
the runways before, or dug pits, or exploded the surface with dynamite. 
The field had to be won back first. And Freyberg at this stage could 
not draw off more men from the other sectors. At Retiuio several 
hundred fresh parachutists had succeeded in holding a building by the 
sea and were engaging an Australian brigade. Farther east, at 
Heraklion, it was the same. The Germans had taken a hospital near 
the ruins of Cuossos, and the fighting was bitter. Many of the 
parachutists had been wiped out, and others had been ambushed and 
killed with knives by the Cretan irregulars who lay in wait round the 
water-holes. But more kept arriving. 

Had Freyberg been able to summon the R. A. F. at this moment 
to bomb the Germans on Maleme, he_ might still have won the field 
back, but the means of communicating with the R. A. F. Command in 
Cairo were archaic. An officer from Freyberg’s headquarters had to 
find the R. A. F. group captain and bring him back to Freyberg. The 
R. A. F. officer had then to return to his office to put a message to 
Cairo into code. Cairo had to decode it and send instructions to the 
Western Desert bases — by which time it was too late. 

So on this second evening while the sun shone warmly across a 
still sea, the battle of Crete swept up to its crisis. Freyberg knew that 
a sea landing was likely to be made at any moment. Indeed, the 
shore light signals which were to guide the convoy of enemy caiques 
into Suda had been captured from parachutists. The Navy was warned 
that the British forces ashore would make an attempt that night to 
decoy the enemy convoy toward Suda at a convenient moment. But a 
British destroyer came upon that convoy first in the darkness. An 
Italian escorting destroyer failed to release its torpedoes in time to 
damage the British vessel, and soon the Navy was ,on the spot in 
strength. This was about 11 p.m. 

There began then one of the most fantastic actions ever fought in 
the IJediterranean; The British ships found themselves in the midst 
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of a fleet of caiqnes, each carrying about a hundred Germans so closely 
packed they were standing shoulder to shoulder. The Italian des- 
troyer was sunk outright, and the Navy turned its pom-poms and 
four-inch guns upon tlie caiques— often at point-blank range. Tn a few 
minutes the sea rvas iu chaos. In the gun-flashes the sailors could see 
thousands of Germans swimming about in the sea, calling hysterically 
for help. Caiques were rammed head on and smashed to pieces or 
raked by the pom-poms or sunk by the four-inch guns. For hours the 
British warships cruised back and forth, ramming, sinking, killing. In 
some vessels the Germans attempted to hide below and hoisted the 
Greek flag. In others they jumped overboard in terror as the big war 
ships bore down upon them. A few who got near the shore were met with 
machine-gun fire or ran foul of booms and, overturning, drowned their 
crews among the rocks. Not a living man landed that night. Some 
nine thousand Germans were either drowned or killed. They were the 
staff of the Eleventh Pliegerkorps and part of the Fifth Mountain 
Division with their artillery. 

Their destruction gave Freyberg sufficient respite to hold on for 
another ten das'S. But already that night he had seen the vital danger 
at Maleme. “All depends on the next few hours," he wirelessed to 
Cairo. But in the next few hours he could not retake Maleme. His 
hope w'as that soouer or later the Germans would have to stop coming. 
Sooner or later they would have no more aircraft. But the Germans 
still kept coming. They never ceased till they had won, and had 
landed .some thiry-five thousand men on Crete. 

We had successes within the structure of the whole invasion. The 
Germans were turned out of Retimo. They were reduced to impotency 
at Heraklion. These two sectors were of hiinor importance to Maleme, 
but they helped greatly iu the process on which broadly we were now 
embarked — that of destroying as many Germans and German machines 
as possible. At Heraklion those parachutists who had escaped death 
in landing took shelter in a valley where they could be heard calling 
to one another all night long. It was expected that in the morning 
they would emerge and attempt ,to win a better position. Accordingly, 
British guns were trained on the outlet of the valley. The enemy came, 
out. They were entirely destroyed. 

It was in this sector, where the casualties among the following 
Germans had been very heavy, that the British found the bodies of the 
parachutists turned a vivid green a few hours after death. The colour 
suffused the dead men’s cheeks and arms and chests. Clearly they 
had been drugged; Already something of the' sort had been suspected 
in Greece, and now an Attstralian soldier reported he had come upon a 
packet of the, drug and had taken some. His story was, that through 
the next few hours he had'fel't uplifted on a .glorious wave of enthu- 
siasm and energy and recklessness. His .comrades , said ■ that - he had 
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shouted and cheered, and they had had to hold him down when he wauted 
to rush from cover alone upon a position strongly held by the enemy. 

Upon the bodies ol the parachutists also was found the parachutist’s 
code. It made a strong appeal to the ideals of late adolescence — and 
most of these parachutists were boys of twenty or thereabouts. All 
were volunteers. Here are the most interesting points in the code; 

“You are the Uiic of the German Army.” 

“Know everything yourself; don’t leave it to 5 ’-Qur ofi&cers.” 

“Your guns are more important than you ; look after them first.” 

“Support your comrades always.” 

“Treat an liouest enemy honestly ; be merciless with snipers or 
spies aud saboteurs.” 

“You will win.” 

Drugged or undrugged, they came with a high purpose, these boys. 
Aud the letters upon their dead bodies revealed much romanticism and 
idealism. There was more family feeling than national patriotism; 
more concern for their families in Germany than enthusiasm for the 
cause of Greater Germany. And the theme of many of the letters was 
“when the war is over. . . .” 

They did in fact reveal themselves at times as honest fighters. At 
Heraklion they protested to the British that a wireless set was being 
used in Cuossos Hospital. When the wireless set was broken up, the 
German commander agreed that the place should be used as a joint 
hospital for the wounded of both sides, although the building was now 
inside the German lines. German doctors who had parachuted down 
joined the British stalf of the hospital. British ambulances were driven 
through the German lines with British wounded. A British orderly, 
before he was taken off the island, was permitted to go first to the 
hospital and say good-bye to his colonel, lying wounded there. These 
things were exceptional in a battle of sticb bitterness and speed as 
Crete, but they did happen. The report that the Germans landed in 
New Zealand battle-dress was not true. It arose from an unfortunate 
but honest error. The hospital near Canea was taken in the first 
dowurtish. of parachutists, and the New Zealand walking wounded there 
were forced to advance down the road ahead of the Germans as a cover. 
From a distance it appeared to the defending troops that these men were 
disguised parachutists, and the mistake was not discovered till later. 

There was nothing much to destroy in Crete ; no power plants, no 
railways or tall buildings. The majority of the villagers drew their 
water from wells aud used oil lamps. But after the third day had 
brought them up definite result, and still their aircraft were being 
destroyed in, scores, the Germans embarked on a ruthless campaign to 
obliterate Canea,; the capital of the islandi 

Canea was a town of 27,000 people, many of whom had by this time 
evactiated to the hills. Before the Nazis canife I had wandered one 
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whole day tbrotigh its quiet back streets and along the ancient stone 
wharves where tishermen had been fishing since before recorded 
history. The town’s two best restaurants were the Tondoii Bar (with a 
Chinese chef) and the Caprice. _ They swarmed with flies, and you 
could not always be sure of getting a table cloth or a table napkin or a 
clean knife and fork. But you could get the tart, resinous wine of 
Crete, and the goats’-niilk cheese, and omelettes made with vegetables 
gathered that morning from the mountainside. The market was rich 
with oranges and grapes and vegetables and cheese packed inside a 
goal’s skin (with the hair of the goat turned inwards). Last war the 
Royal Navy was here, and it left a legacy of naval photographs on the 
walls of the I/ondon Bar, and a smattering af Bnglish words among the 
towns people. Venizelos and Byron were the heroes of the people 
here. But history had left this place untouched in the sunshine for 
the last twenty years, and even tourists passed it by. 

Now that it was suddenly become the battlefield of the most 
modern war the world had seen, it was hopeless for Caiiea to try and 
bridge the gap between its timeless stolid peasantry and this fighting 
in the sky. A few slit trenches were the town’s only answer. For the 
rest, it lay half empty, its life paralysed, its_ importance in the war 
nothing at all. But between dawn one niorning and the evening, the 
Germans came and laid most of Canea in ruins. The plan for its 
destruction had been worked out to the meanest detail at the Nazi air 
headquarters in Greece, and it was translated perfectly and methodi- 
cally into action. The bombers, heavily protected by fighters, came at 
intervals of one every three minutes. They worked back and forth, 
bombing one side of the town, then the other. The sticks of bombs 
came down in neat exact pattern, reducing street after street. Then 
when the outskirts were demolished, the last of the raiders set fire to 
the centre of the town, and left it there smoking, .battered and ruined 
for ever under its own red glow in the evening. 

When Geoffrey Cox, with whom I had worked in Paris, came from 
Crete and wrote his story of the invasion in my flat in Cairo, he des- 
cribed how he had gone down in the morning to see how his “Crete 
News” was progressing. It was a single broadsheet he and a few 
soldiers and local people were continuing to produce for the troops, 
invasion or no invasion. And this, the day of the destruction of Canea, 
was publication day. From the morning throughout the day the staff of 
the paper worked in a printing shop in the centre of the, town, setting- 
type; writing copy, reading proofs, running the machines. Wlien the 
bombs came too close' they would lay off for a bit and lie with their 
faces to the ground against a wall. An Australian, filled with the 
goodwill of the .heady Greek /wine, and completely oblivious of the, 
bombs, kept roaming in' and ont of the printing shop throngh the day, 
bringing them food and drinks and cigarettes from the broken shops 
and the burninp^ houses outside. And in the evening, the/ printers. 
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presented themselves in the darkness at Corps Headiiiiartei s with the 
printed bundles of “Crete News” under their anus. 

The destruction ol Cauea did nothing much to advance the German 
foothold upon Maleine, but it added to the horror and the unreality of 
the war which now, through this last week iii May, resolved itself into 
a series of heavy, slogging engagements, with the British giving way 
foot by foot. Plane after plane crashed and blew up until the beach 
was piled with wreckage, and some three hundred inacliiues were 
strewn about the airpon and llie footbills reaching up to the White 
Mountains hejmnd. The Nazis, it seemed, were prepared to accept an 
insanity ot wastage, and the assault took no account of lives or wound- 
ing. Once on the ground, the Gerinaiis alone could not have hoped to 
stand against the defenders but for the endless bombing and machine- 
gunning from the air, which never relaxed. Not even a single man 
or a cyclist exposed on the roads was too small a target for the Nazi 
fighters. They shot at everything and anything. And as the wrecked 
machines mounted in number from three hundred to four hundred and 
higher yet, thej' still kept coming. 

Through this last week aircraft had been dropping supplies every- 
where for the Nazis who were now gradually increasing their positions 
round Maleine. The Parachutists brought down with them canvas 
signs and numerals which told the Nazi pilots above wliat to drop. At 
places along the beaches the British captured some of these signs and 
laid them out, Down upon them floated guns, rifles, medical supplies, 
lobacco,_ bicycles, barrels of water. One gun-crew received a piece of 
light artillery mounted upon rubber wheels. Forgetting to remove the 
wheels and steady the gun upon the ground, they promptly unloosed it 
at the enemy. The gun recoiled at speed upon the gunners, then came 
charging back on them and finally bowled over a cliff to destruction. 

The New Zealand Maoris in the first battle rose out of their rock 
shelters and, shouting their native war-cries, charged upon the German 
machine-gunners— a wonderful charge, against the rules of tactics, but 
brilliant in its success. 

King George of Greece and his staff, and the British Legation from 
Athens, were taken by New Zealander^ through the parachutists, over 
winding tracts and through the mountains, and were brought to a place 
on the south coast where they were embarked and got to Egypt, 

The R.A.F. came in the night and bombed the Germans on Malenie, 
but the bombing was too slight, and they could not come In the day 
without fighters. The Hurricanes, which had been fitted with extra 
tanks, could do nothing against the clouds of Messerschmitts. As one 
fighter after another failed to get back to Mersa Matrub, the British air 
offensive was at last abandoned. Bombers still crossed to the Greek 
bases which the Germans were using, but' there, too, the Bfitish met 
overwhelming fighter defence.-, The Royal Navy, coasting round 
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Crete, wag ituder ceaseless dive-bombing — sometimes thirty and forty 
bombers upon a single ship. Inevitably casualties at sea began to 
mount. Reinforcements sent out from Egypt were unable to make a 
landing in the face of the blitz, and had to turn back. 

So when this bitter last week in May was ending, Freyberg gave 
the order to the flnda Bay troops to retreat through the White Moun- 
tains to the southern port of Sphakia. The others at Heraklion were 
taken off directly by destroyers. Two whole battalions in the Reliino 
area had to be abandoned. Through the last day of May and the first 
two days of June the retreat through the Wliite Mountains went on. 
Once for two hours the General and his staff lay .sheltering in a 
narrow valley, while the Mes,sersch mills raked it from end to end. In 
the groves the branches of the olive-trees caught fire. Units became 
divided, and men lost in the hills had to fend for themselves. There 
was no hot food and water ran out. Villagers in the mountains led the' 
wearj', unshaven, dirty men to wells where they lowered their water- 
bottles on ropes to the springs below. The walking wounded walked 
at first, were carried in the eud. Outside Sphakia they funnelled 
down through a narrow village in a long, tightly , packed cineue, none 
knowing whether there would be room or not for him in the warships 
lying out in the bay. 

Nor was there room for everyone. The Navy was losing ships. 
The Luftwaffe was pressing hard on the evacuation. When the last 
warship and the last caique drew off, there were still hundreds of men — 
New Zealanders, Australians, British — strewn over the mountains and 
along the beaches and in the villages. Many were still fighting because 
there was nothing else to do. Even when the. warships were at sea 
they were harassed from the air through all the daylight hours on 
their joniuey to Egypt. Once when a destroyer was hit it was lashed 
to a sister ship and the crew and passengers transferred. As the 
sound ship stood off again she put a torpedo into the other destroyer. 

But at last the ships came home, and the men from Crete came 
down the gang plauks at Alexandria. They had fought for twelve 
days. They had de3tro3'ed nearly one thousand German aircraft, and 
so mauled the German airborne division and two other divisions that it 
was many months before they could fight again. They had killed or 
wounded between fifteen and twenty thousand Germans. They had 
blocked the march of the Germans through Sjwia to Iraq and the oil 
wells. For this, we had paid with the loss of half a dozen of our best 
warships at sea and many of their crews. Of the 27,550 men sent to 
Crete, 14,850 had come back. Much equipment had fallen to the 
Germans. And we had lost Crete. 

It Seemed at first through that depressing early' summer that .we, 
had paid too highly for too little. There was anger at our failure , in , 
the air, au'd bitterness at the mistakes that were all loo, clear test the , 
event. , But little by little it was seen that some vood was • emerging 
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flora the conflict. First, we had met the parachutist and the airborne 
fighter — the men they were threatening to send to England — and we 
had proved him weak, vulnerable, an easy mark in the air and not 
much good on the ground. He would never get anywhere if he did 
not have overwhelming support in the sky. Then it gradually became 
more and more apparent that the Germans were too weak now to press 
their advantage. Cyprus at that time might have fallen like a ripe 
plum. Dent?, in >Syria would have welcomed the Nazis. But they did 
not come on. The forces the German High Command had allotted to this 
theatre of the war had been exhausted. 

As later intelligence came in we learned that the Germans had 
expected to find no more than five thousand men in Crete, but once 
embarked on the adventure they had to press on and take appalling 
losses. By midsummer it began to seem that we had not paid too 
dearly. Crete was the low point for the fortunes of the British in the 
Middle East. After that, the British position painfully and gradually 
but steadily improved. 



Early this mornhig Allied forces under the command of General 
Wilson crossed the frontier into Syria, with the object of clinmiating 
German personnel communiqi m', junk 8tu, 1941. 

pOR one year — ^June 1940 to June 1941 — Syria lived on its nerves. In 
•*' all the world it was the one neutral place whereof you could say 
with absolute certainty : “Here will be war.” Tlie only surprising thing 
was that it remained at peace for so long. Whenever news was slack (it 
seldom was) you could always turn with confidence to Syria for a story, 
since the place hummed with rumour and intrigue. 

Before France fell, Weygand built a great army there, and it stood 
upon the right flank of the Middle East as solid as a rock. Even after 
the Franco-Gerinan armistice it was expected that Wei^gand would come 
back and lead this autonomous command to the side of the allies. And 
when that failed to happen, Syria was bombarded with propaganda from 
every direction and riven with factions. The Arabs wauled inde- 
pendence, , the Turks wanted Aleppo, Vichy wanted to maintain its 
mandate, the British wanted an ally, the Germans wanted a spring- 
board in the Middle East, and the polyglot, restless, mercurial people 
of Syria itself wanted fifty different things and set about intriguing for 
them with a vigour remarkable even for a country that hasbred intrigue 
since Alexander the Great. , 

„ yichy yied a succession of .administrators - and, generals in 
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command — MitlelhatiseT, Pnaux, Fongfere, Cliiappe (who was shot down 
and drowned on the way out) and lastly Geiieial Deutz. Inevitably every 
one of them made a mess of it. And the worst mess of all was made 
by the Italian and German Armistice Delegations in Beyrout, who were 
the real masters of the place. The Italians had command at first, but 
failed to make much headway against the solid mass of contempt from 
nearly everybody. One B'ascist general after another went trailing home 
to Rome, and the Germans took control with the eager assistance of 
General Deutz. When the battle of Crete was fought and German 
aircraft were passing through Syria to assist Raschid Ali agaiust the 
British in Iraq, it became obvious to everyone that the country was 
going to be occupied by one side or the other. The only question was 
who would get there first. 

After Crete I had gone up by train to Jerusalem, hoping to get a 
week’s holiday in the cool air there. As I stepped down from the train 
on Sunday tuorning an American correspondent met me with the news 
that the Empire forces and the Free French had crossed the border a 
few hours before. There was nothing for it but to get a car and chase 
after them. 

We drove fast down to Haifa, and, having no military transport of 
our own, clambered aboard an ambulance called “Bloody Mary” at 
the border. The French were fighting back, and there were casualties. 
We rode on into the Phoenician port of Tyre which had been captured 
that day, but the coastal road farther ou was blocked with heavy 
machine-gun and tank fire. It was going to be no walk-over. 

Back in the mountains in, the central sector, the Australians, 
expecting a friendly reception, had walked np to the French frontier 
post with their slouch hats ou. They were mown down by machine-gun 
fire and a battle was now raging round Merj Ayoun below the slopes of 
Herraon, still capped with snow. Farther east General Eegentil- 
homme’s Free French had gone through Deraa easily enough and were 
well up the toad to Damascus. But they, too, were getting a hot 
reception. Away round to the far east two other British columns were 
making their way in from Iraci along the general direction of the 
Euphrates valley, but they had miles of desert to cross before they 
got anywhere. 

We settled down to a protracted campaign. When the German 
and Italian agents in Syria fled the country and Berlin announced that 
the afiair was no concern of the Axis, the result was a foregone con- 
clusion, But Geueral Wilson, again in command, had to find the 
solution of the extremely bristly problem of how .to subdue thirty or 
forty thousaud.ahgry French subject's with the .least possible nupiber 
of people oa either side getting hurt. He tried sending in officers to 
parley under a white flag, but they, were shot down. There was hofhr 
ing for it but to fight a way through to Damascus arid Beyrout. , , 

I chose at first the,, coastal ' sector and '.never was a^Vi'ar so con- 
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veuieiit for the war correspondent. We lived in a Jewish hotel high 
up Mount Cannel at Haifa— a lovelj' place overgrown with pines and 
flower gardens. Hooking down from here — the very place where 
Hlijali saw the cloud no bigger than a man’s hand and beheld below 
him on the site of Haifa the priests of the temple of Baal— one had a 
panorama of the whole .sweep of coastline around to Syria. Across 
the plains of Armageddon came the French and Axis bombers to raid 
the fleet in the port of Haifa at our feet. 

In the night we stood on our balconies and saw the heavens open 
with tracer shells, flaming onions and the flowering bursts of the 
Navy’s ack-ack fire. Sometimes in the moonlight you caught the 
silver outline of a bomb going down, and, knowing it was not headed 
in your direction, you watched fascinated for the explosion in the sea 
or along the shore directly beneath. Sometimes a raider, misjudging 
the sharpness of Carmel’s slopes,.would all but brush the pine-trees 
above our heads and we would heat the pilot open his throttle for the 
next dive on the port. It was the nearest thing to being in one of the 
attacking machines oneself, and Mount Cannel must assuredly have 
been the world’s best air-raid grandstand. 

Over this chain of hills where the Carmelite Order had been founded 
and David and Joualhau had their last quarrel, the Jews had built big 
modern hotels and restaurants among the trees. Here every afternoon 
and evening the people came from the hot town below to listen 
nostalgically to Linder from Germany and hot rhs'thm from America, 
and to dance under the trees. It was possible, it you wanted, to attend 
a tea dance on the mountain and afterward s drive down to the front in 
Syria for an hour or two in the evening. Returning at dusk, you woirfd 
be in time for dinner in a German beer hall in the town and a night club 
on the mountain. IJach morning from my bedroom window I could 
see the fleet steaming out along the Syrian coast, and soon the noise of 
shelling wonld come sweeping across Armageddon into my window as 
the breakfast coffee came in. 

The road through Acre into Syria was almost perfect, and the coast 
itself dissolved into rolling hills and plantations of wheat and olives 
and bananas reaching down to a yellow beach and a soft and warm 
green-bine sea. Usually before going up to the forward positions we 
would strip on the beach and swim for half an hour and drink the 
bottles of Carmel Hock we had brought from Haifa. It was still not 
too hot, and always the suow sat pleasantly on the mountains inland. 

It was not quite so idyllic as all that for the soldiers at the front. 
They were being opposed by tough Algerians and Foreign Legionaries, 
and more and more Dewojtine fighters and Glen Martin bombers were 
arriving from French North Africa by way of Italy and Rhodes tobbmb 
and strafe the Btitj.sh positions. Talking to captured Frenchmen, we 
got to knovv how bitter was this fight ^hich had started as a skirmish 
and was developing into a war. The better-informed Frenchman would 
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argue like this; “Why shoiildii’l we fight? We’re professional soldiers 
obej’^ing orders, and you came here on a deliberate aggression. You 
think it would have been easy for its just quietly to submit ; but what 
about our friends and our relatives imprisoned by Germauj’ ? The 
Boches keep threatening us. They say they will take reprisals and 
they mean it. 'We’ve got to fight." 

And there was another subtler impulse. It wms expressed per- 
fectly b 5 ' a French sergeant near Sidon. “You thought we were yellow, 
didn’t you? You thought we couldn’t fight in France. You thought 
we were like the Italians. Well, we’ve shown you." They were fighting 
for something that was almost as fundamental as self-preservation — 
for human dignity, for the right of walking among others as an equal. 
And since we brought against them forces much inferior in numbers 
to their own, the French could not out of sense of pride surrender at 
once. 

I am speaking now of the early stages in June when it was touch 
and go as to whether they would go on or not. When we tackled them 
with too few men and guns and they beat us back, they naturally 
gained confidence and wanted to continue the fight. And that old 
deadly frontline bitterness sprang up — Jean’s comrade Gaston is killed 
and he wants to avenge him. And so the war gathered impetus, snow- 
ball fashion, feeding on itself. Everyone on the British side hated it. 
No one enjoyed killing Frenchmen. And it was naturally painful to 
be destroying the men and the arms which once had been drilled and 
built to help us, Eveu the very propaganda posters the French 
had printed to bring in volunteers to help the Allies in 1939 were being 
used now to recruit men against Uie British. 

The greatest animosity of the Vichy French officers (not the men) 
was reserved for the Free French. In the first day or two a captured 
"Vichy Captain turned his back. upon Eegentilhomme, and that genial, 
courageous little man’s blue eyes hardened suddenly when he realized 
what he was up agaiust. Frenchmen fighting Frenchmen. It was un- 
thinkable. But, by God, now the Free Frenchmen decided, we’re going 
through with it. And they went battering on at Daumscus. 

On the coast the Australians struck their first real snag beyond 
Tyre at the LHani River. The EUani came doi|?n freshly from the 
snows of the Lebanon, a green fast stream bearing rich banana groves 
on its banks. As the troops came tip to the river, a British force, lads 
from Scotland mostly, was landed behind the French positbns on the 
enemy bank. There was some confusion in the darkness. The men 
were put into boats a mile or two out, and when they got near the shore 
they waded up to their uecks in water straight on to a beach that ; was „ 
covered by a French seveuty-five-tnillimetre battery. The French h^d 
been fore-warned. “You were twenty minutes late,” one of the 'VichY. 
officers said later to a captured British Soldier.' There was a murderous 
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sweep of fire dowu the seashore. By the lime I got tip to the 
Litaiii River iu the evening the force had been badlj’- broken np 
and those that could w'ere getting out. Their colonel, some of the 
stirvivors told me, had got ashore among the first, carrying his walking- 
stick and a revolver, and had made straight tip to the French battery 
with a sergeant and some others. Both the colonel and the sergeant 
were niorially wottnded, but they led a charge up to the Frenchmen 
and actually succeeded iu grabbing a gtiii and turning it on the other 
euemy guns iu the battery. 

Another soldier at the colonel’s order had gone off down the coast 
where he had stvarmed tip the mast of a French barracks and pulled 
the tricolour down. There w'ere many skirmishes of laniaslic daring 
through that bad day, while the bullets kept ripping through the broad 
green leaves of the bananas and scorching the olive-trees. In the end 
the force did what they were sent to do. They distracted the enemy 
while the Australians won the river and threw a pontoon bridge across. 

I rode back iu a convoy of two trucks with what was left of the 
British force. The men were utterly exhausted- almost beyond smok- 
ing— but when we stopped to pick up stragglers on the road they 
Ipned out shouting excitedly: “There’s Jock. He’s out of it;” or 
Andy, where’s the rest of your sections ?” They rode back to Haifa 
counting their dead on the way, and those who bad gone on ahead in 
ambulances and those who were simply missing. Barely half had 
come back. The war was taking a serious turn. 

There was to be an attack again the next day, and I stayed on the 
hills all night watching the barrage. In the morning the war corres- 
pondents rode back into the village of Tyre which lay a little off the 
main road. We wanted breakfast. We saw something was wrong as 
we approached. The Union Jack was down from the Gendarmerie. 
There was no guard, no Australians iu the town. The people who 
had thrown scent and rose petals at us .as we came in a day or two 
before stood about sullenly in tbe village square. Some gave us the 
Nazi salute. The chief of the Gendarmerie bobbed up suddenly beside 
our cars and hissed at us doubtfully; “Vous 6tes Anglais ?” He drew 
us into a cafe for an urgent consultation. "You have been'beateu,” he 
announced. The flag is down, the soldiers have gone. You are in 
xetrcati The Bocbes^re coiuitig," He was very agitated. 

Little by little the story came out. It seemed that the Australian 
security company which had been posted in the town had been wanted 
elsewhere, and, all being quite on, the surface at Tyre, they had been 
withdrawn. Having only cjire Union Jack, and that one only an old 
yachting flag, they had pulled It down and marched off. The iiext 
ming the wondering people heard was heavy gunfire along the Litaui 
River, villagers sent to the inain ioad came back with reports that 
British ambulances and staff cars yvere, travelling fast down the road 
■ toward Haifa, , At once the people .jumped to the conclusion that the 
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Empire forces were retiring . Out of their nooks and crannies in the 
village came the pro-Nazis, and there had been a wild night of argu- 
ments and Fascist demonstrations in the village square. When we 
arrived, the people bad not been snre whether we were Vichy French 
or Germans or Italians. Bat now the chief of Gendarmerie stepped 
briskly forward into the square. Throwing up his hand for silence, he 
announced with superb simplicity. ‘‘The British are not beaten.” There 
was a cheer from the ranks of the anti-Axis clique, and dark troubled 
looks among the pro-Nazis. From somewhere another Union Jack was 
produced, and as it went up we sent off for another platoon of Austral- 
ians to occupy the town. 

Of no importance all this, except it was probably symbolic of all 
Syria. These Eebauese had been so twisted and confused by rival 
propagandas that nothing seemed definite and true, and the5' were 
ready to swing any way so long as it would give them peace to go on 
with their farms and their fishing. 

When Sidon fell and we drove in on the heels of the first Aus- 
tralian patrols, the town was half sullen and doubting. Two Sene- 
galese soldiers lay jumbled in horrible death at the gateway to the 
town, where a naval shell had hit them, and the people had been badly 
scared. All the French had decamped. Dentz had been here only two 
days before to tell the troops straight out that unless they fought re- 
prisals would be taken upon their kinsmen imprisoned by the Germans. 
They were to shoot all British who attempted to parley. More and more 
as we progressed with this campaign Dentz was emerging as a very 
sinister figure indeed. And as yet we had not begun to know how far 
he would go. 

The towu was painfully short of things like bread, sugar aud pet- 
rol, and goods had apparently been cornered by a few merchants to 
put up prices. 

The Englisli fleet had been steaming steadily ahead of the advanc- 
ing troops, shelling French positions on the coast from four or five 
thousand yards out. They had routed two Vichy destroyers that had 
come out of Bey rout. ' But now in the evening an unusually heavy ■ 
force of German Junkers appeared suddenly , over Sidon. The British, 
ships were at once obliterated in fountains of bombed water, and as the 
bombers turned for their second run a great widening shaft of black 
smoke arose from one of the destroyers. It was badly damaged. This 
misfortune, coming after several Other encounters in which British 
warships bad been hit, made it imperative that the fleet should have 
air protection if it was to go on. 

, On land we were flourishing. We had taken Merj Ayoun, in the ■ 
centre, and Jezzine. Kinetea on the road to Damascus had fallen, and vyei 
drove into it the 'following night and slept there in the fiitade Pdtain.' 

Two days later Merj Ayoun had been retaken, Jezzine was menaced^ 
and a Vichy column fell, suddenly upon Kinetra and captured or killed. 
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most of the Britisli regiment holding it. The stone wall against which 
I had slept at Kinetra two nights pievionsly was all but blown away. 
There was nothing for it Imt to bring tip more aircraft, more guns and 
men, and recover the position. After a day in the central sector where 
the French were methodically shelling Palestine territory at Metulla with 
sevenly-fives, I was glad enough to gel back to Haifa for a quiet night. 

These drives across northern Palestine and southern Syria went by 
like tourist outings. From Rosh Pinna you turned down upon the 
lower road past the Sea of Galilee and Tiberias and Nazareth. Or upon 
the higher road you came past Mount Caanan and a succession of 
villages almost too Biblical to be real. Military traffic was on the road 
everywhere, and the general awakening to the war was very like what 
I had seen in the Sudan. 

When T had come to Palestine a year ago the place was drifting 
along on the edge of the w'ar with a happj'-go-lucky round of dinner 
dances at the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, and swimming on the 
coast at Tel Aviv. Prices in the hotels and restaurants and for such 
tilings as taxis had been allowed to rise to unreasonable heights— a 
legacy from the tourist days— and now they had gone higher yet. A 
day and a half at the King David Hotel cost my wife and myself seven 
pounds. It was the old business of cashing in on the war, and- from 
one end of the Middle Fast to the other now the British army was 
paying through the nose. For the hotel-keepers aud the merchants it 
was a lime of abundance. Only the mass of the people, the fellah in 
Egypt) the farmer in Palestine — who had had no direct means of 
tapping the flow of gold from England and the Douuuioiis — had a hard 
time, for they got no increased income to meet the artificial prices. 
And immediately any part of Syria was occupied, the old bad profiteer- 
ing business was begun, for we were determined to placate the 
people and the best way of doing that seemed to be to let them have a 
free hand at their business. 

Two weeks of fighting had not got iis anywhere much, hut now, 
late in June, the reinforcements had come, British-American Toma- 
hawks were fighting French-American Glen Martins, Damascus was 
overlooked by Indians aud Australians who had got around to the left 
flank. We regained Kinetra and I set off fast for the Damascus front. 
We were almost there when the car broke a spring and we had to 
return ail the way to Haifa. Damascus was falling. Once again I was 
going to be too late. Once again it wasn't going to matter. 

We drove hard all the next day up out of Palestine aud across 
that arid black lava country where tbe Arabs were threshing a brilliant 
yellow harvest on the ground, and on up the road where Degentilhomme 
had been wounded, and^ so into Damascus, which had been entered a 
few hours before!, Nothing comparable to the' excitement of Dnwrence’s 
entry twfenty-four years before had taken place, though th^ last fighting 
,,had been .bitter e'noup'h. ' , 
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Here, then, was the garden town on the edge of the desert, which 
was so beatilifnl that Mahouimed had refused to enter it lest he anti- 
cipate heaven. This was the burial-place of Saladin and John the 
Baptist who is also a saint of the Arabs ; the largest city in vSyria, the 
oldest inhabited city in the world, and probably the most ancient hotbed 
of intrigue in the Middle East. I see Damascus must be a delight to a 
man coming into its green gardens from the desert — rather as Derna 
was to me in Cyreuaica; but, with my head filled with the lively colours 
of the coast, T found the streets dusty and noisy and the buildings 
shabby. We drove to the Orient Hotel and booked rooms, much as 
you could in Marseilles or Bayonne in the j-tars before the war. It 
was very French. But the crowd milling round in the square outside 
was largely Semitic. Again the French had left in a body down the 
Beyrout road. 

There had been a three-way thrust into the city at the end. Colonel 
Collet with his troop of wild Circassian cavalry had come in from the 
east without opposition. Eegenlilhomme bad come straight at the 
town up the main road from the south ; and round in the west the 
Indians and Australians had had a stiff light in an outlying suburb called 
Mezze. At Mezze, while the Australians won the heights, an English 
gunnery officer had used the most original tactics of charging with 
twenty-five-pounder guns. Starling neat a British military cemetery of 
the last war, he had unloosed a salvo, and then, harnessing his guns, he 
had rushed forward to a new post where he swung his artillery round 
into action again. And then once more they charged. Unorthodox, 
risky atid highly successful. 

There was still a proper mix-up iu the hills above Mezze. An 
Australian brigade headquarters had been surprised and captured 
by the French, and the French and their prisoners had had to face the 
Allied counter-attack together. But now the prisoners were retaken 
and General Catroux was coming into the town to take over iu the 
morning. There was a curfew but no blackout that first night. I looked 
out of my window and saw for the first time in a year a cilj' glowing 
with light. I/ike some Venetian carnival, electric lamps gleamed right 
through the oasis and threw their warm colour-up on the bare heights 
beyond the city where the battle was still going on, 

In the morning we drove through the city, looking, for some 
reason, for "The Street Called Straight," and found only endless 
bazaars and byways filled with hideous prostitutes of whom Eawrence 
used the disgusting and brilliant phrase, “raddled meat.” ,We put on 
slippers and walked through the Omniayyad Mosque to the tomb of St. 
John the Baptist, and later climbed a hill above the town. 

Cphiing back we went into a Roman Catholic Church where 
Collet’s' Circassians had come to hear Requiem Mass for one of ;their • 
number killed. , A plain deal coffin stood at the -altar. In the pews, 
were these wild, stable-smelling, leathery men; with their knives aqd, 
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rich robes. They bore the coSiu oat into the snnlight and placed it 
in an army track. As it went down to the cemetery, the Circassians 
walking behind, I ran aliead in niy car with Christopher Tiimb 3 ’- of The 
Times, and a little farther clown the road an Aastralian soldier shouted 
at us : “Get back, there. Get out of it." We had run straight into 
the fro.nt. 

Here,lhree minutes from the centre of the town, two minutes 
from that solemn pathetic little funeral, machine-gun bullets were 
coining down the road, and dead and wounded men were lying out on 
the hillside. liven round at Mezze, French guns were still lobbing 
shells on to British Iraiisport going along the road. And it was then I 
heard the news that Germany had gone to war against Russia. 

My story of the fall of Damascus could not mean much against 
such news as that. So I left quickly and returned to Cairo, for my 
paper was endeavouring to get me into Moscow. When no visa 
arrived, 1 returned to Syria for the tall of Beyrout. There had been 
a hard fight at the village of Daniour iusl outside the capital. And 
now at last, after a mouth’s hostilities, Dentz. had asked for terms to 
end “the bloody and unequal battle.” 

Acre, the place where Napoleon was beaten back from the Middle 
Fast by the BrUish Commander Sidney Smith, was chosen as the place 
for the negotiations. It was well back from the front in Palestine, and 
the conference room in the barracks stood pleasantly beside the sea. 
Firing stopped around midnight B'riday, July 7th, and in the morning 
General de Verdillac, whom the Germans had recently released from 
prison to fight in Syria, crossed the British lines with his staff. General 
Wilson and General Calroux were waiting to conduct the negotiations 
for the Allies. All day long the conference went on. Journalists, 
radio broadcasters and photographeirs waited outside to report the sign- 
ing of the armistice. Occasionally, during breaks in the conference, 
the delegates strolled out on the lawn by the sea, and more than once I 
saw Catroux and de Verdillac chatting amicably enough. There had 
been one minor incident when a certain M. Conti, one of the French- 
men, had refused to be served luncbeou by a Jew. But, on the whole, 
the negotiations went peacefully enough. Yet it was annoying to 
discover at the end that de Verdillac had come without full powers and 
could do no more than initial the drafts. The actual signing, they asked, 
should lake place forty-eight hours later on the Monday, It looked 
then as if the French wished to gain time for some motive of their own. 

However, at 11 p. m. all was ready for the initialling, and the 
journalists were ushered in. Edward Geuock, the Paramount camera- 
man, had hep concerned that the lights in the conference room would' 
not be sufficient for his newsreel. He had obtained several reading- 
lamps in the faapacks, and these he had jointed together ready to plug 
into a power point in the conference room. As soon as the correspon- 
dents .were admitted, Genock’s assistant strode forward and look up 
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a position with his makeshift candelabra at General Wilson’s elbow. 
The general, a large and benign-looking man, allowed himself one 
astonished glance at this sudden visitation and dipped his pen for the 
initialling. The candelabra was piuggedin, and all the lights in the 
room went out. Someone produced a fountain-pen torch and flashed 
it aimlessly among the blacked-ont delegates. Others brought a staff 
car to the door, and turned its lights in a blinding stream upon the 
Preiiclinien at the conference table. 

It was proposed then that a motor-cycle should be brought right 
into room in order to shed its light upon General Wilson’s papers. A 
dispatch rider accordingly bowled his machine up the steps and into 
the position lately occupied by the uaforlunate holder of the candelabra. 
Then before the fascinated gaze of the company the soldier began to set 
his motor-cycle in motion : a performance which would have utterly 
deafened everyone in that confined space. “But I can’t light the light 
unless I start the motor,” the soldier protested glumly. He was ordered 
to take his machine away and hurricane lamps were called for. 

During the period of wailing it was seen that a number of un- 
authorized persons, hangers-on around the barracks, had crowded into 
the conference room to enjdy this entirely unusual spectacle. The 
order was given for their removal. The order, however, was not quite 
understood by a sergeant of police who had possibly had a training in 
raiding.uight clubs before the war. He now flung his arms solidly across 
the door and announced : "My orders are that no one who was in this 
room when the lights went oitt can leave.” At length the hurricane 
lamps were brought, and in an atmosphere that was beyond either 
laughter or tears the papers were initialled. The further meeting was 
called for the Monday, 

All next day the two armies lay in the positions they had occupied 
when the cease-fire order was given. Wilson’s five columns, that looked 
on the map like the five fingers of a man’s hand, stood clutched about 
the heart of the country waiting for the order to go forward and occupy. 
On Monday de Verdillac came back, and another long day of negotia- 
tion brought the final .signing of the armistice. There was nothing un- 
expected in the terms. The French were given all the honours of war. 
There would be an exchange of prisoners, and those French soldiers 
who wished to return to France could do so. The Allies were to have 
their choice of the French war material, and there was to be no sabotage 
of the essential services of the country by the vacating French command. 

The terms were generous, and Syria itself had suffered very iittle 
by the campaign. The men who had suffered were the front-line troops. 
There had been no fraternizing between the two sides during the negotia- 
tions. The two armies had kept a rigid no-man’s-land between them. , 

On Tuesday, July 15th, when the Australians were, ordered ..for- 
ward and it was clear to everyone that the was oyer, .the people 
come put in thoii«''’nds to see the entry into Beyrojit. We drove slowly 
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forwaid along the coast into Daiuottr's ricli gardens which had been 
ravished bv the lighting. I counted some flit}' houses in the village, 
and every one had a shell-hole through it. The big bridge over the 
Damoiir River was down, and broken tanks and armoured cars Ia5'’ 
about. An undertaker’s shop in which the French had secreted a tank 
to fire down the road was blown up. As we drove ou toward Beyrout, 
through the world's largest olive plantation, Lebanese villagers ran 
from their houses to wave and cheer. Since it was finally the Allies 
and not the Germans wlio had the honours of war, the population were 
content to welcome them. In the suburbs of tlie city itself girls ran 
along the streets waving hastily made Free French flags with the cross 
of TvOiraine upon them. We came out at last into the big Place des 
Canons, where between ten and twelve thousand people had lined the 
pavements and the windows and the roof-tops in a compact mass. 

A brass band was hutiied forward, and now in the bright sunshine 
they catne marching into the square playing “Mademoiselle from 
Armeutieres." A long column of infantry followed behind with their 
tanks and Breu-guu carriers. 

' I had arrived now at the scene of the third British victory in six 
mouths. Benghazi, Addis Abbaba, Beyrout. In this tangled, fluid war 
it was impossible yet to assess them clearly or know how to set them 
against our reverses. We were simply profouudly grateful that this 
Syrian campaign, with all its unpleasant implication of civil war, was 
done. We were very ready to forgive and forget and make friends 
with the Vichy people that morning. 

I went down to the St. George’s Hotel, a luxury place that rises 
like a Chinese pagoda out of the sea on the edge of the town. The bar 
was filled and luxurious Bebauese girls were swimming idly in the sea 
below the hotel. Over across the bay the I/ebauon rose up mistily cool 
and remote. It was a little like Toulon. It was as though the war 
had never been. General Deutz and the Vichy army had gone off up 
the coast to Tripoli where they were to sort themselves out — some to 
stay, others to go off to France. The rest of Syria was ours to go wher- 
ever we liked; the forests, the vineyards and the mountains, the ancient 
ruins, the cities and the beaches. In the streets yon could drink 
syraps cooled by the snow brought down from the moiintaius, or buy 
rich silks and silverware in the bazaars, or knives with long chased 
handles. The motor roads led off to places with romantic-sounding 
names — Baalbek and Palmyra, Homs, Rayak and Aleppo. In the 
winter there would be sfci-ing in the I/ebaiiou, and high above Beyrout 
■■ at Aley one could stay in great toitrist hotels and see the lighted city 
spilled oiit below. All this new country was rescued from the war and 
could expand now in peace. 

. In a relaxed and grateful frame of mind we arranged for a large and 
very French dint^er at one ■ of the town’s best restaurants, and, coming 
home late that nivht, we pluno'ed naked into . the warih sea that broke 
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away in shafts of phosphorescent light from otir bodies as we sw’ani. 
Russia was in the war now, and for the first time in a long bns:^' 5 'ear the 
Middle East correspondents were not expected to fill the news pages 
and keep up a daily stream of messages. It was good to win like this. 

I woke abruptly from my idyllic day-dream next morning. Syria 
was not passing out of the war quite so easily as all this. You could 
not take a country to war and avoid leaving ruiuiing sores beliimi. As 
I moved round the town, meeting people, I began to see Syria was 
pretty well raddled with running sores at that moment. Bit by bit I 
pieced together the story of the last month — the story from the French 
side. And the thing that emerged from it was that Syria was only the 
beginning of an eruption in the French Empire and an estrangement 
between England and Vichy that was to eclipse anything that had gone 
before. It became clear that co-operation between Vichy and Germany 
was much stronger than had been guessed. And the essential link in 
this theatre of war was General Dentz. 

Deutz and his henchman Conti were no longer Frenchmen any 
more. They had sold out completely to Germany. Here briefly is 
what I discovered. After his reverses in the first days Dentz had 
approached the United States Consul-General in Beyrout, Mr. Engert, 
and asked him to sound out the British for terms. But by the time a 
reply had come through Washington, the position had altered and Deutz 
decided not to parley. He had had some successes in, the interim, plus 
a strong injunction from Berlin to hold on. Two divisions of French 
prisoners held by the Germans were being released and sent overland 
to Salonika, The Vichy Under-Secretary of State was on his way to 
Turkey to ask permission for tliese troops to be transferred through 
Turkey to Syria. New aircraft were being sent across from France 
and French North Africa, and several. French naval vessels were en 
route to Beyrout, It began to seem that Vichy (/.<?., the Axis) would 
hold out in Syria, 

But things did not go according to plan. Turkey refused to give 
the French troops right of way, and the British Navy was intercepting 
the vessels that endeavoured to bring Ihetti across by sea. Damascus 
fell, and then the strong position at- Damour. Dentz, who bad been in 
daily commnuication with Darlan (not P6tain) and Berlin, as well as 
surrounding himself with the Italian and German delegations, decided 
to ask Mr. Engert to approach the Allies again. 

You can judge the feeling that was running at Beyrout at this time 
by an incident that occurred over two American correspondents with 
the British forces — ^Robert Dow of Liberty magazine and Kenneth 
Downs of the International News Service. They were captured in ah 
ambush outside Damascus, and when they were brought to Beyrout 
they were confronted by M. Conti. Conti said: “You are spies and. I 
intend to have you shot.” The charge- tvas absurd, -dnd -In the 'ensuing 
argument Conti revealed hirhself as.' entirely in Germ^ pay.- 
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But now the armistice intervened, and Dentz set himself to 
protract the negotiations as long as possible. While the armistice 
was pending and bis delegates were at the conference table, he flew off 
the British officers in his hands to Ettrope, where some of them were 
delivered to the Germans. He flew off all his remaining aircraft to 
other P'reiich possessions. He took the British tanker Pegasus, then 
a prize in French hands, to the month of Beyrout harbour, and, with 
two other British vessels, sank her there. He removed the last of his 
own serviceable warships to Turkish waters for internment. He tried 
to coerce the French conscripts into returning to France instead of 
giving them a free vote. And he set in motion a most intricate organiza- 
tion for the supply of information to the Axis and the political disrup- 
tion of the country. 

Every one of these actions was a violation of the understanding of 
the armistice. Yet some weeks intervened before Dentz and thirty-five 
of this immediate and most dangerous followers were interned by the 
British in surety for the British officers so treacherously handed over 
to the Germans. 

Driving after the fall of Beyrout to the far north of the country, I 
saw many French airmen in Aleppo and soldiers along the route. They 
had a very understandable coolness, but would stop and give one 
directions upon the road with good grace. Every thing was being done 
by the occupying troops to leave them at peace until they made up 
their minds whether to go back to France or join the Free French. 
But at Tripoli, where the main French Army had retired, a most active 
campaign was begun by the Vichj' Officers to dissuade foreign legion- 
aries and others from coming over to the British side. I drove on to 
the Turkish border and saw the first meeting of British and Turkish 
soldiers there. But as I drove back and out of Syria I could see no 
perniaueut settlement in the country — not at least until it was purged 
of Vichy French and the mounting Axis influences. That lovely 
troubled little country was still far from working out its destiny 
in peace. 



We have had some setbacks, some successes. — GitNJtRAi, wavell. 

A ND NOW, in July 1941, the first phase of the war in the Middle 
East was done. It had actually ended on June 22nd when the 
Germans marched ppoh. Russia. Just as the R, A. F. had saved 
England until the help of the United States arrived, so Wavell had stood 
in the Middle East until the imponderable -Russian army rose to fight 
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with Its. It had been a big and tiring year. I alone had travelled, 
I snppose, some thirty thousand miles and seen something of three of 
the five campaigns. From next to nothing the army of the Nile had 
risen to hall a million men, despite its reverses — Fnglish, Anslraliaiis, 
New Zealanders, South Africans, Indians, Poles, Czechs, French, 
Palestinians, Cypriots, Sudanese, Belgians, Ethiopians, East and West 
Africans. And at last they were being armed from the United Stales 
as well as from England and the Dominions. 

As the Russian war rolled on into the late summer, and one peace- 
lul week succeeded another in the Middle East, it began to become 
clear that something had been done here to earn this rest and prepare 
the way for bigger offensives. Something like a rpiarter of a million 
Italian soldiers were safe in concentration camps in Egypt, India and 
South Africa. Ethiopia had been won back, and two other Italian 
colonies were conquered. Berbers was recovered. The Western 
Desert and Tobruk held strongly. The Canal was open and secure. 
But by far the major achievement had been in the sphere of onr rever- 
ses — the sphere that inevitably will be the centre of argument. 
Whatever were the demerits of our tactics and planning in Greece and 
Crete (which were the cause of the Benghazi reverse), it could not be 
denied as thei winter of 1941 set in that ohr campaigns there had delayed 
Hitler’s plans for the Middle East and perhaps baulked them alto- 
gether. If, as it seems likely, Hitler had proposed to sweep quickly 
through Crete and Cyprus aud Syria to the Iraqian and Persian oil 
wells, then we had impeded him by going out to meet him in Greece 
and Crete. Presumably he already bad the Russian campaign in view, 
and could allow only a certain amount of time to his Middle Eastern 
adventures. By delaying him, it well might have been that we forced 
him to cut short his drive at Crete. That, anyhow, is the Britisli case, 
and it appears fair and reasonable to those of us who have followed the 
war out there. 

There are many criticisms, for there were many errors in these 
twelve tnninltuous mouths. The Benghazi reverse was a bad blow, 
and would have been averted had we gone on to Tripoli in the first 
place, Greece aud Crete showed that we underestimated the Germans, 
and had failed to accommodate ourselves to meet the new fast blitz 
war of the air, Iraq and Syria showed we needed a deeper under- 
standing of the peoples of the Middle East, and a firmer hand. Both 
those countries might with clever diplomatic handling have been won 
to us without revolt or war. 

But it would have needed a brain of genius and more forces than, 
we possessed to have averted all these mistakes. 

. There is much here I have not touched on, either because I had , 
no personal knowledge ■ or because I did not think the event con- 
tributed greatly to the theme of this book. Malta, for instance, is a 
book of itself, There were many Maltese who had no, cause to love 
British administration before the war, and the story of their loyal fip:ht ; 
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for England is a tiling of graiicleut and deep pride. 

The revolt in Iiaq truly was nothing. When the British dead were 
counted they uunibered scarcely a dozen. It was a political rising that 
had iust this significance — it showed that the Germans will stoop to use 
any tool however small. And it indicated that skilful propaganda 
among the Arabs will achieve results as great or greater than actual 
wars. It was a warning, too, for us to keep watch and stem the 
intrusion of German agents iuto the Middle East and Asia. 

Against this, there were many other more vital things not noted 
here. There were the garrisons in Palestine and along the Suez Canal; 
the merchanlinen who liriiig the weapons and men from England; the 
men in the outposts like Aden; the A. R. P. iu a huudred cities through 
the Middle East; the people who slogged at their desks iu G. H. Q. in 
Cairo; the civil airways pilots, aud many a civilian who was stnck in 
some God-forsaken place on the rente between Cairo and England. 

In all these people’s minds there was one overriding thought — how 
are iny family and 1113’ friends? Nearly evers'one in the Middle East 
was cut ofi from his famil3\ The mail means much to every soldier. 
And it was not easy for men to fight in the Middle East knowing that 
their families were being bombed in England or menaced in any of a 
dozen other places I can thiuk of. I heard this a thousand times : ‘ w h3' 
aren’t we home defending England?” It was difficult to make it clear 
to the soldier on the Nile that he was doing as much to defend England 
or Australasia or India as he would have been in his own village. 

Wavell saw this clearly. He understood his troops. Aud I for one 
was deeply sorry when at the close of this hard year’s fighting the 
papers came out with the announcement that he was going. 

The war correspondents went .down to G. H. Q. to say good-bye. 
The general was in his shirt-sleeves again. And for once he was full 
of words. 

“We have had some setbacks, some successes,”, he said, and he 
went on to sum it all up. It wasn’t a particularly good summing-up. 
The theme was “More equipment.” But I saw suddenb' how sincere he 
was, how hard he had tried — tried, fought, organized, argued and held 
on. There went out of Cairo and the Middle East that afternoon one 
of the great men of the war. 
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August igii-l in Cairo 

T THINK we iirsl began to realize it was all over for the time being 

at the end of Jnl}-. Tlieio seems to come this moment of anti- 
climax at the end of every campaign. The exeitemeiil and enthusiasm 
abruptly die away. Overnight the loads hec.jine half descried, and 
yort find the troops making camp in the fields. Tents begin to spring 
up, and at their doorways 3'ou see men shaving and taking baths in 
the open. The steel helmets have vanished. 

Some of the local people come out of hiding and begin to sell frnit 
and eggs along the roadside and then you see the most definite sign of 
all — red-capped security police. They begin to appear in everj’^ village. 
They mean that law and order have returned. They mean that the 
fighting is done, that the banks can reopen their doors and the shop- 
keepers pull down their shutters. Peace, plentj' and profit and loss 
have come back into the world again. 

It was like this in Syria. I was far np in the north on the Turkish 
border where the road runs across to Antioch, and we were resting 
briefls' by a ruin with the improbable name of Chateau des Dames. 
Without my being aware of it at first a thought strddenly jumped into 
my mind; "What are we doing here? How many hundreds of weary 
miles is it back to Cairo?” Everj'one appeared to have, the same idea 
at once and we all began talking about going home. The Syrian 
campaign was done. 

Yet we had never liad this feeling of anticlimax so strongly 
before. As we drove back through Aleppo and Homs and across the 
Lebanon Mountain's to Beyrout we began to see that this was more 
than a single campaign that was finisiiing — it was a whole cycle of the 
war. First there had been the collapse of France, then the air battle of 
Britain, and now the long untidy sferies of Middle Eastern campaigns 
was ending on this hot midsummer day in the deserts of Sj^ria. 

Russia had taken over the struggle ; cycle number four. As we 
drew near Cairo we were arguing hotly, not about the Middle East, but 
Russia. Some thought she would hold out only a couple of mouths. 

As I crossed the Nile in Cairo to uiy flat on Gezita Island, I decided 
to use the inevitable lull ahead, by writing a book, I remember I was 
full of the idea at the time and could scarcely Wait to unpack my .typer 
writer and make a start. It was not quite so easy as I expected. I got 
out of bed at six clock and set the typewriter up in the front .room 

' . ' 179 ■ ' , 
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without waiting to dress. At 7.30 the telephone rang in the hall and 
I answered it. Then it rang again. Then a third time. Hassau the 
sulfragi came in and swept the floor until I drove him out. 

Outside the street vendors came by, and the cries of the Cairo 
street vendors are just what yon would expect them to be — entertain- 
ing and romantic in the evening and merely damnable in the early 
morning when you are trying to work. There was one man who 
brought such nameless pain and misery into voice that I was forced to 
the open window to listen. He was selling bath mats. 

In the nursery at the far end of the flat I could hear my son John 
rising like a bombshell from his twelve hours’ sleep. The nurse was 
battling with him against that inevitable moment when he would elude 
her and go thundering through the flat in search of amusement. The 
telephone rang again. 

Ivucy at that time had a job in General Staff Intelligence at G.H.Q. 
and she had to be at work at 8. 15. I could hear the shower going in the 
bathroom. Alexander Clifford rose heavily from his bed in the front 
room and put his head in my' door. 

"Are you writing a story' at this time of the morning?” 

"No,” I said. "A book.” 

"Good God!" 

I could hear him telling Lucy the news through the bathroom door 
and I shouted at them, “Will somebody answer this damn telephone?” 

By eight o’clock the noise of my typewriter was getting on every- 
body’s nerves and we had a sultry and irritable breakfast. The heat 
glared fiercely outside. Most of this August went by like that. 

Yet it was a nice flat and a pleasant place to live when one was in 
Cairo, Looking across the green lawns of Gezira Club we had often 
admixed these two tall modern blocks in the Sharia El Gezira. They 
were known as the Elephant and Castle. Most officers in G. H. Q. had 
tried to get a flat there at some lime or other. It was just by chance 
one day that we saw the notice go up “appartement d loyer” and the 
following week we moved into Number Three on the rear and shady 
side of the Elephant’s first floor. 

General Catroux of ,the Free French, a lean, quiet, leathery man 
with a deft sense of humour^ lived on the top floor. Directly above us 
was the Japanese Legation full of bland little men in striped trousers 
who kept tumbling out of the lift into Packard motor-cars. The' Hares 
and Williamson Napier of the British Embassy were our neighbours on 
the same floor. Just across in the Castle lived John Shearer, known 
as the Cairo Military Spokesman. Colonel Philip Astley, who controlled 
the war correspondents in the Middle East, lived there too, aird many 
redcappedbrigadiers and generals came and went. The club lawns were 
convenient for my baby and nurse. We were, in fact^-in the tight spot. 

So then it was aii additional irritation this August when we received 
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word lliat our lease was fiuisbed aud that we must find another flat at a 
time when Cairo was doubling its population aud flats were wellnigh 
impossible to find. 

I wrote ciuickly because I did not know how long the lull in the 
news would last. Each da3' we half expected some new front to 
develop, and then Clifford and I would have to pack our bedding rolls 
and make off. It had happened so often in the past year. There had 
been Wavell’s campaign in the desert; Ethiopia and East Africa, 
Greece, Crete, Iraq and Syria. Even when Damascus fell aud the 
Russians entered the wai‘, we could not grow used to the idea that the 
long series of campaigns was done and that for the moment there was 
nothing of any real importance to report in the Middle East. 

The lull in the Middle East was, of eourse, no lull. The two 
opponent had simply drawn off from one another in order to re-equip 
and fling themselves forward again more violently than ever before. 
There was tremendous activitj' behind the lines. Wavell had gone to 
India and his place had been taken by Aitchinleek. Stemniiug from 
this, immense changes were taking place right through the Army of 
the Nile. The Army became three armies — one the Eighth in the 
Western Desert, another the Ninth in Ssnria and Palestine aud the 
third the Tenth based on Baghdad and territories to the east. 

A spate of new people came in from England and India, bringing 
with them new machines, new tanks and guns, aud one or two fresh 
ideas. Air Marshal Eongmore had gone, and his place at the head of 
the Middle Eastern Air Force was taken by Arthrur Tedder who had 
been second in command. Under Tedder the R. A. F. was doubling 
and tripling itself with Beaufighters and Bostons, Wellingtoiis, Hurri- 
canes, Marylands, Tomahawks. 

At sea Andrew Cunningham still had command, aud new warships 
were sailed to him from England to replace those he had lost in his 
great actions off Crete and in the Ionian Sea. The time of the big naval 
sweeps through the Mediterranean was finished now. Again.st in- 
creasing and unremitting opposition from the Luftwaffe, the Navy was 
getting supplies into Tobruk and Malta and sinking the Axis convoys 
that slipped out of Naples on dark nights and made for Tripoli by way 
of the Tunisian coast. 

Erom England to Australia fourteeu thousand aniles away, our 
chain of naval bases was still holding — Gibraltar, Malta, Alexandria, 
the Suez Canal, Bombay, Colombo, Singapore. The rorrte found the 
Cape of Good Hope was, being developed by both belligerent and 
neutral vessels. , Possibly because of the Russian campaign, U-boats 
and German raiders were less actiye through Ihis suihineE and fnopt'bf 
our convoys were getting through.. 

Only the isolated garrison of To^uk was seeing real fighting aiiff 
this was lor the most part a matter of shelling, offensive patrols aud 
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bombing. This book is partly coxicltuccI with the story of Tobruk 
and it is good to remember the garrison as it was this August dining 
the greaf days of the Tol)rnk tradition. The town and its thirt3’--live- 
uiile perimeter were mamied by British tanks, artillery and infantry, and 
by the Ninth Austialian Division, all under the command of Major- 
General Morshead. German and Italian toices were encamped tight 
round the perimeter and .several divisions of enemy troops lay on the 
Bgj-pliau frontier. Although the main part of our de.sert army was 
little more tlian a bundled miles away from Tohrnk, it was impossible 
to send fighter sup\)OTl to the garrison or maintain British aircraft 
there. An expeiiineiit was made in lauding tTiinieaJies on Tobruk 
airfield, but they were sighted at once and shot up within a few minutes 
of landiug. No flares could be lit to biing in aircraft at night. Mors- 
head had to rely solely upon anti-aircraft lire to hold off the German 
bombers that were coming over every day on their five minutes’ run 
from El Adeiii (ielcl just outside the perimeter. Onr men holding the 
perimeter could actually hear the German aircraft warming up to take 
off fr oin El Adeui. 

Tobruk itself was a maze of broken, totleiingbuildings though still 
they gleamed white and clear in the sun. Shells fell constantly 
among the wu cks in the harbour. All that dusty and ravished plain 
reaching up to the minefields, trenches and barbed wire of the perimeter 
was under enemy fhe, .so that reliefs on the front liad to be carried out 
at niglit. Even the food of the front-line men had to be cooked near 
the town and taken up to the trenches in the starliglit. The men w'ho 
had lain all day in the sun lacing the enemy would crawl through the 
trenches to the diigouts where the bully stew aud brackish tea was 
served out. Aud they would relax there for an hour or two at night 
to smoke, talk and read. Before the morning came they would walk 
hack to their postsi By anj' standard they were very fine troops. 
They were the Rats of Tobruk. 

All these men — some twenty-five thousand — were maintained 
solely by the nav3’ aud the merchant fleet. Destroyers crammed with 
men and stores would steaiii out of Alexaudria and Matruh and make 
the quick dash through the night into the treacheroits darkness of 
Tobruk harbour. Only a naririw channel was kept open through the 
sunken ships aud the entrances to the harbour were mined. 

Landing crews — and these included a little band of picked Indian 
troops — would be wailing on the improvised docks' and lighters. They 
worked feverishly through the midnight hours getting ashore the 
shells, tanks, spare parts and boxes of food. The reinforcements 
came off silenth' and under the spasmodic glare of bombs and gun- 
flashes they inarched off somewhere into the darkness. Then the 
wounded were carried down to the ships aud borne off into the open 
sea before the morning broke. At sea' the ships were often folloryed 
and, bombed by the enemy until they reached port in Egypt. 
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lu all this there was none of the stir and excitement of battle action. 
There was no thrill of closing with the enemy, of seeing the torpedoes 
go out and the big guns straddle their targets on the horizon. Seldom, if 
ever, were the men on the Tobruk mn able to see that most terrible 
and exhilarating sight on the ocean — an enems^ warship that billows 
suddenly into flame and casts up its stern for the long dive to the seabed. 

All this was stealth, speed and essentiallj’- defence. Yet still I 
carr j' a photographic picture in my mind of the dark harbour of Tobruk. 
Over on the right somewhere lies the wreck of the Italian liner Marco 
Polo and another vessel that by some freak of the weather or high 
explosive had edged a good twenty feet of its bows on to the yellow 
clifis on the southern side of the harbour. On the left lie the broken 
buildings of the town rising tier on tieruptothe crest of the promontory 
which binds the harbour on its northern side. In between is the heavy 
darkness of the harbour itself. All around is the noise and sharp 
light of gunfire. 

The dockside labourers straining their eyes can jnst make out the 
low hulk of a moving ship. It is probably no more than a triangular 
shadow weaving in and out of the wrecks, until it comes alongside. 
The decks are crowded with men in full Idt. No one smokes. There is 
an exchange of shouted orders from the destroj'er’s bridgehead and 
answers from the quay and then the men begin filing off. The winches 
are moving before the gangways are down. 

Thousands of men have stood on Tobruk quays watching this scene 
while they, too, waited in full marching kit for the order to go aboard 
... to go aboard and leave Tobruk and get a spell of rest and quiet- 
ness and good food back in Egs^pt or Palestine. While they pondered 
on cool beer and how it would be to see women again and trees and 
gardens, many have thought, “Will there be room for me?” There 
always, was room. 

It is a notable thing in seafaring that through this period I have 
called a lull, nearly the whole of the Ninth Australian Division was 
taken off Tobruk and replaced by two English brigades and a brigade 
of fighting Poles. The casualties in the change-over were almost nil. 
The Australians left their trucks and guns behind and the new troops 
simply moved into the perimeter and took up the struggle. It was done 
so secretly and quickly the enemy never knew of the change-over 
until it was completed. Even if this manoeuvre lacked the excitement 
of a battle, it had the importance of a victory. 

Meanwhile on the frontier Rommel was doing little more than 
digging in. He was mounting entire turrets he had taken oS captured 
British infantry tanks. They were embedded in concrete' on the high 
points of Halfaya Pass, overlooking the British forces that were sprawled 
across the Egyptian desert below, and down across the road to the sedi 
There was shelling, minelaying, patrolling. But not niticih' else. 
Rommel had his plans for the winter and so had we. ■ 
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We suspected btil did uot know defiuitely that Rommel was cdn- 
solidatiiig this frouticr so that he could assault Tobruk unmolested by 
the rest of the Righth Army. On one side we were filling the Western 
Desert with such uunibets of guns, tanks and vehicles as had never 
been seen there before. We planned to go round his frontier positions 
and relieve Tobruk before the enemy' could launch his attack on the 
perimeter. 

There was no great concern at this point about tlie rest of our 
Mediterranean bases. The heavy raids on Malta had not yet begun and 
the island was holding strongly. The middle arm of the Nazi Drang 
Nach Osteu had stopped at Crete so that the island of Cyprus and 
newly occupied Syria were secure and fairly heavily garrisoned. From 
Persia there was an ominous rumble of Axis activity at our back-door, 
but it was no more than political intrigue and underground sabotage. 

In the south the East African war was finished. Haile Selassie 
sat on his old throne in Addis Abbaba. The disposal of thousands of 
Italian settlers there was proving a first-class problem, but they were 
showing no desire to make trouble. British Somaliland was again 
ours. Italian Somaliland and Eritrea, with its valuable Red Sea base 
at Massawa, had been added to our war-time Empire. Vichy French 
Still clung to the fly-blown waste about Jibuti and were supplied to 
some extent by submarine from Madagascar. But this was a minor 
problem. Three-quarters of Africa was now behind the British. Vichy 
and the Axis still held the north-west corner reaching from Dakar to 
Solium. Two valuable and large South Afiican Divisions, with their 
attendant aircraft, were released for service in Egypt. 

Until now the British dispositions in the Middle East had re- 
sembled a huge wheel with Cairo at the hub. One spoke of the wheel 
had reached south to Addis Abbaba another west to Tobruk and Malta, 
a third north to Greece and Crete and a fourth eastward toward 
Baghdad. But now all this was changing. The northern spoke of 
the wheel had been removed by our expulsion from Greece and Crete 
and ont conquest of Italian East Africa had made the southern spoke un- 
necessary, The wheel was a wheel no longer. It had been shaped into 
a huge shallow “V”, one arin of which stretched toward Baghdad and 
the countries of the east; the other arm reached toward Tobruk and the 
central, Mediterranean. Cairo stood at .the angle of the “V." 

It required no great foresight or knowledge to see what "were the 
British plans for the winter or to understand that, despite our losses, 
our grand strategy had passed from the defensive to the offensive 
stage. We bad to guarantee the Mediterranean and somehow re- 
establish a footing in Europe. The way to dp thaf was by the conquest 
of Eibya. Holding Benghazi and Tripoli w:e could give land-based 
fighter protection to out ships; we cottld supply Malta and send air 
raids d^p into Sicily and Italy; we could mount an expedition to land 
oh Ifely itself. This was the long-taiipre hope for the western arm. 
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111 the east there was still a little plugging and filling to do. In 
neutral Persia, with its all-iinportaut oil-wells in the south, German 
technicians and agents were steadily white-anting British interests. The 
Turldsh Government, teinperameutalls’’ democratic but anxious to 
offend no one, poised itself on an awkward triangular foreign polic}'. 
The Turks took anus from Britain and America, barter agreements 
from the Axis and fair words from Russia. To Turkey it seemed that 
she would be swamped overnight if one of the great powers decided to 
inv'ade. She feared that her great wastes might suddenly be turned 
again into a battlefield. She believed Ibat the only logical object of her 
foreign policy was this — to keep out of the war until she was invaiicd 
and then invoke llie aid of the other belligerents. In the meantime, 
Turkey was a weakuess in the chain of our eastern positions, for she 
would accept no allied troops on her soil lest she offend the Nazis. 

The position of India— so closely linked with the Middle East — I 
deal with later. At this moment, before Japan and the United States 
had entered the war, India was chiefly a great workshop and emporium 
for the Middle East. She was an inimeu.se reservoir of men, ships, 
gnus, clothing and food, and she was commilted to the idle of 
supplying Anchinleck’s armies wherever they w'ent — into Europe if 
need be. 

The situation generally was not bad so long as Russia held. But 
there was an immense job of co-ordination and supply to be done in the 
Middle East, and the War Cabinet sent out -Mr, Oliver Uyttleton as its 
minister of state and highest authority. 

I saw Eyttlelon only half a dozen times while he was in the Middle 
East, and then at semi-public meetings. He worked bard, travelled a 
good deal, held many private conferences, and those things he did 
achieve were kept secret. Very possibly we had an rrnfortunate view 
of him. His press conferences were so appallingly dull, his words so 
banal and evasive that it was impossible to put him before the public as 
a leader; when he came to leave Cairo he was scarcely known. I 
remember once when we had spent months following a campaign in 
the desert and were temporarily back in Cairo, 1 , 5 ’^ttleton summoned 
us to a conference. He then revealed to us that he himself had made 
a short visit to the desert, and he, proceeded to describe in some detail 
the geography of the places we had been visiting all winter. However, 
he appeared to hold a good balance between the generals and the 
diplomats, and those who dealt directly With the minister spoke highly 
of him. 

There was through this quiet time something definitely and deeply 
wrong with the mental attitude of the British forces in the Middle East,. 
Not since Mr. Eden’s visit just before the disasters in Greece and 
Crete had we heard words of such optimism and confidence, ^he 
complacency was contagious. Everywhere you went' the men were !‘in 
good heart” — or so their ofiScers, told you. Probably this was true 
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enough, but it was largely the good heart of iguorauce. Apart from 
Greece ami Crete we had uot seriously met the Germaus anywhere, aud 
Crete aud Greece were sliding comfortably into the background. 
Everyone looked forw'ard to the coming winter campaign in the desert 
with eutliusiasm and dangerousls' brimming hope. 

Shipload after shipload of fresh troops aud machines came round 
the Cape from England and soon we had thirty thousand vehicles in 
the desert. New American light tanks and medium bombers and 
fighters kept pouring in. Everyone was impressed. Unlike Wavell’s 
first campaign, there wa.s no secret about this offensive wliatever. The 
only question was — When? ’ 

There began, too, at this time a widening political and emotional 
gnlf between the soldiers of the Middle East aud the people of England. 
The real grimness of warfare had scarcely touched Cairo. We had 
never been bombed iu our homes. The men here never knew the long 
weariness of working day iu, day out, iu a factory. They never fully 
realized that human beings at war crave some of the excitement and 
movement of war to offset the discomforts they are enduring. In the 
Middle East it was impossible to understand how the rationing of food, 
the lack of heating and the crowding of railway trains and buses can 
reduce the spirit. We got plenty of everything to eat, we seldom 
wanted any heating, there was petrol to burn aud motor transport for 
nearly everyone. 

In the Middle East the war was a thing of fast movement and new 
places. Eor many it was a matter of tactics and strategy and the high 
excitement of playing the most dangerous game on earth. No civilian 
populations were being destroyed. It was straight, clean warfare, 
a battle of courage and wits. If Benghazi, fell, then it was just a 
manoeuvre of war, very importaut to the game, of course, but it did 
not mean that one’s wife aud family were imprisoned or that one’s 
house aud car were destroyed. 

I do not meau to suggest that ’the men did uot fight bravely — 
possibly they fought more intelligeutly and clearly since their minds 
were not fogged with immediate worries about families and places that 
were dear to them, I simply say that for the most part that essential 
grimness of total war could uot be experienced here because this was 
not total war. The women and children were not involved ^ Their 
immediate fate did not depend on the battle. 

Certainly the men worried about their families, but that cut both 
ways since the families in England were presumably worrying just as 
much about their menfolk ortt here. Certainly many who died would 
far, rather have done their fighting at home — but then relatively very 
few died in' the Middle East. This open niechanical warfare teuded to 
destroy machiues, not men. The huge numbers of prisoners taken 
were , neatly all ■u'hwounded because there was practically no trench 
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warfare in the desert, and once the protective armour was gone there 
was little the infantry could do in mans' cases except surrender. 

I conceive that to the workers and soldiers of England the war 
did not appear in this light. I conceive that in a certain sense Ben- 
ghazi was almost as real to them as Eondou. It was the syndiol of the 
success of the weapons they had made and the calibre of the men they 
had sent out as their champions. Thej" saw the tate and worth of Eng- 
land in the desert. 

Living here on the threshold of the war, a strange blank spot 
appeared in our minds, and we did not see Eeiigbazi as cU-arly as the 
people of Loudon did. Perhaps we were too close. 

Nor again did we see Russia as clearly as it must have been seen 
from England. The troops in the Middle East were too much involved 
in their own war. 

The Middle East was almost an all-British sphere, full of all-British 
ways of Ihinldng and some of them a little behind the limes. The ritual 
of the salute and the hierarchy of the commissioned ofiicer survived 
very strongly. That increasing left-wing movement among the soldiers 
and workers of England scarcely touched the Middle East, ft is under- 
standable thatlhe political moves at the heart of an empire do not iienet- 
rate its edges at once. Isolated in the desert and scattered outposts, 
the men craved reading matter more than anything else — and did not 
get it. This cut them off from the political and social trends at home. 

In this self-contained and intensely unpolitical world the entrance 
of Rrrssia on our side caught the serving officer off balance. The Prime 
Minister’s prompt aud lucid speech on the Nazi attack upon Russia 
did a good deal toward making our position cleat. But after that there 
was an immense gap in our internal propaganda on the .subject. It was 
not easy for men reared in the Public-School-University-City-Regnlar 
Army atmosphere to adjust themselves suddenly to the idea that they 
were fighting side by side with the Communists. It was embarrassing 
and painful to see diem struggling against llieir old loy'allies. Some 
made no attempt. Others avoided the whole issue. The majority in 
the end achieved the necessary mental transition, and as the Russian 
resistauce went on from day today they began to lake pride in the 
R.ed soldier. 

For the average soldier in , the British ranks no such mental 
upheaval was necessary. The conditions of labour in England in the 
late ninet^enHhirties and the conduct of our foreign policy up to 
Munich had not exactly made him a passionate admirer of the Con-, 
servative Party. , He had already travelled some little distance toward 
the left. He was at this point a long way ahead of his officers in his 
appreciation of the Russian auestion. 

But tire soldier’s approach to the new political line-np'was slow' 
find c iiHOws. He w»* starved of informalfOn. 'Where hi*!' officers 
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laggred'so far beliiiul Win politically he cotiKl not make nmch progress. 
All this may not have been importaut, bin lor the fact that still there 
came no pronouncemeut from London about the aims of this war. 
Through the previous winter in the Middle East it had been enough 
for the private soldier to know that his home in England was in 
danger and that he w'as fighting for his life. But now that the crisis 
was past lie could reasonably hope for the defeat of the enenl3^ To 
what end? Were wc- going to annihilate Germany? Were we going 
to rebuild the English cities and improve working conditions ? Were 
we going to make a union with the United States? In the desert and 
the Delta, at sea in the merchant ships and in the remote garrisons of 
Malta and Cyprus, Aden and Basra, the men debated these points end- 
Icssh’. Inevitably ev'ery argument turned toward Russia, Red Russia 
the Mysterious, the place of Moscow Trials, Bolsheviks, whiskers and 
Volga boatmen dressed in smocks. The ignorance was pitiful. 

Yet as each day went by, the seeds of aduiiTation for the Reds 
began to take root through the camps and barracks of the Middle East 
and there was a growing feeling, “We must do something too.” This 
was healthy and the High Command at once encouraged that feeling. 
It was most desirable before an offensive. And so out of the com- 
placency of the diehards, out of the high-spirited ignorance of the 
younger men and out of this new political half-awakening, the morale 
of Aucliiu leek's men rose strongly through these burning weeks of the 
early autumn, and their hopes ran dangerously high. 

If I have set down these things clearly, then the events which 
followed will be understood at least in part. The optimism of the Cairo 
spokesmen was no accident, nor were the reverses in the field. They 
flowed logically and arithmetically from the sort of system we were 
busy erecting in Egypt through this August. No one man was to 
blame. The false and easy optimism was spread because we misjudged 
the temper of the people in England; the reverses occurred because 
we misjudged the enemy. 

We had not then, nor, as far as I can see, have we yet learned the 
simple eciuations— understate your early successes so that your later 
successes will appear the greater and later failures will seem the less. 
And — never underrate your enemy whether you win or loss. 

It was natural that later on a good deal of the criticism should 
attach itself to G. H. Q. in Cairo. G. H. Q. has always been a favourite 
Aunt Sally- I suppose every journalist who visited Cairo this war 
wrote at least one dispatch about the glamours of its night clubs the 
■luxury of its restaurants. 

The truth was, of course, that the lures and excitements of ' Cairo 
were just as tawdry and provincial as they always were. But the place 
gained by contrast and monopoly. Apart from Alexandria (incidentally 
a much gayer and more cosmopolitan city), Cairo was the only place in 
where the troops could go on leave to spend their monev. A 
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soldier coining in from the desert luxuriated in hot baths and cold beer. 
A soldier coming from England u’as overwhelmed at the richness and 
variety of the food. Between the two, Cairo achieved its Babylonic 
reputation, and the men who were destined to work there on the 
general staff came to be regarded by some as modern sybarites. 

It goes without saying that this was silly and unfair. Few people 
who have tried both G. H. Q. and desert would have chosen a per- 
manent job in Cairo. There is an enervating quality about the heat 
which lies upon the city from March until November every year. In 
this month of August the Blue and the White Niles gather their overload 
of tropical rain from the highlands of Ethiopia and the swamps of 
Uganda. The flood joins at the confluence of the two rivets at 
Khartoum and sweeps on across the Sudan deserts, past Luxor, 
Assuan and Upper Egypt. At Cairo all this muddy water is carefully 
distributed in a thousand canals across the rich soil of the Delta. The 
land becomes sodden and out of the soaking fields rises a steamy 
foetid heat which seems to intensify itself in the pall of dust and filth 
that hangs for ever over the dirty streets of Cairo. lunumerable minor 
complaints beset the uuacclimatized men when they first come to work 
in Cairo. Few set foot in Egypt without contracting “Gyppy Tummy,” 
which is a mild stomach disorder lasting usually a couple of days. It 
recurs at irregular intervals and it makes you feel terrible. 

The river itself is not unclean, .but no white man bathes in it 
because of the fear of being infected by the bilharzia. The most dire 
warnings are given to everyone about this bilharzia disease. You are 
told that it is practically death to fall into the Nile. Let me pause just a 
minute to go into this matter since it is so typical of a thousand other 
errors in the Middle East. I quote Colonel Ralph Bagnold of the 
Long Range Desert Group who knows Egypt as well as anyone. It 
seems that the bilharzia is one of the lew germs that will penetrate 
straight into human skin and doss not need to enter the bloodstream 
through a sore or an abrasion. It lives in stagnant water and seems 
to enjoy fastening itself upon wood or reeds. In Kitchener’s day the 
British troops quartered iu the Kasr el Nil barracks in Cairo were 
accustomed to takiug a daily swim iu the fast waters of the river. 
None came to any harm. But one day a sergeant was borne off down- 
stream by the rising current and before stronger swimmers could 
reach him he drowned. 

Swimming was at once forbidden to the troops, and workmen set 
about building an enclosed bath at the edge of the river. A line of 
stout wooden stakes was driven into the mud and when the thing was 
completed the troops returned^ to their daily bathe. At once they 
began to contract bilharzia and it was often fatal in those days. One 
after another the' men died and the death-roll in the barracks became 
serious. Debarred from entering, the clean fast-moving waters in the 
centre of the Nile, the troops were contracting disease from the worms 
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that chiug to the wooden stakes of the batliiug-pool. But this was not 
clearly investigated at the time and the whole river was condciiined 
as infections. 

The baths long since have disappeared. The superstition of the 
worm survives. 

Swiinining such a.s yoit will find nowhere else on earth can be 
found along the white beaches of the desert where the nights are cool 
and the air clean most days of the year. In Cairo the dirt is persistent. 
Yet the fact is that if towns have gender, Cairo is a lady. It was meant 
hi' the High Command to he a basic fortress in the Middle East, as 
Spartan as Gibraltar, as grim as Malta. But something in the climate 
thwarted tliat design. Twenty ceiiUiries of easy-going soporific life 
have made it impossible for Cairo to he like Liverpool or Malta. 

Swollen to nearly two millions by the influx of troops, artificial 
and dirty, filled wdth rickety noisy streets and tumbledown buildings, 
the city sprawled over the lush mud-flats at the apex of the Nile Delta. 
Its mood was gay, rather flashily romantic in the evening, shrill and 
ugly in the morniug. By instinct, I am afraid, the lady was a prostitute. 

Hgypt generally, too, seems to have been as much misunder- 
stood as the bilharzia worm. Our relations with the country wei-e 
very clearly laid down by the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty signed in Eoudon 
in 1937 and its broad lines were followed. The Egyptians broke off 
relations with the enemy — they were not obliged by the treaty to go to 
war. Tlie canal and the strategic bases like Alexandria were handed 
over to ns together with the desert. We bad the nse of the docks and 
the railways, the roads and the rivers. 

The essential thing about the treaty was that the British Govern- 
ment was determined to regard the Egyptians as a free people with sover- 
eign rights in their own territory. This meant that there could he no all-out 
war effort in Egypt. Private eiuerprise must have its profits. No special 
demands could be laid on the people. Martial law was not declared k, 

Everything we wanted of the Egyptians had to be asked for and 
voted in Parliament. It had to have young King Faronk's approval. 
Sir Miles Eampson, the British Ambassador, had a very difficult and 
delicate mission. The instructions laid on him by the Foreign Office 
seldom allowed him to go beyond the bounds of ordinary peace- 
time negotiation. When the railways ran late, when the unloading 
of ships at Suez was held up through strikes, when the opposition 
parties in Parliament strained away from tlieir allegiance, when there 
were irregularities in the internal administration, when, in fact, any- 
thing occurred that impeded our war effort, Iiampsou could do little 
more than protest as a diplomat and ask for correction. There could 
be no compulsion. 

The powerful and subtle weapon of propaganda could have greatly 
assisted Eampsou in his job. ■ There were one or two people who 
worked hard and intelligently, but at this stage pur propaganda was 
still childish ati,d inept and the censorship, both ingoing and outgoing, 
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remained capricious, slow, misinformed and ulterb' uniuspired. The 
British Empire was hawked through the mud villages of the Delta like 
a dud second-hand motor-car. In the face of the witty and virile Axis 
broadcasts, our propaganda rvas a poor limp thing, essentially prim 
and correct, essentially unenthusiastic. 

On his side King Farouk had his difficulties. He was the absohrte 
monarch of a hybrid popirlation of sixteen or seventeen million people. 
They were much divided by class, money, language, race and tempera- 
ment. Practically all the wealth was gathered into the hands of less 
than 5 per cent, of the people. There were Greeks, Levantines, Jews, 
(Syrians, French, British and Italians of fabulous wealth. They took 
rich profits from the war and gambled heavily at the races, on the slock 
exchange and the property market.' They lived in lavish homes. They 
bought the best cars and clothes and wines from abroad. Prices trebled 
and all the' display of monopoly and wealth came crudely and flagrantly 
to the surface. 

Under this upper crust laboured the vast mass of the fellaheen, 
more than 80 per cent, of them diseased, illiterate and abjectly poor, 
and they supported a birth mortality rate that vied with India- Egypt 
indeed was no advertisement for British rule during the early decades 
of this century. Can you wonder then that there were many here who 
were not ardent supporters of the British cause ? That there were 
occasional street demonstrations when they shouted “Up Rommel”? 
That the Axis was able to find agents among the politicians? That 
corruption spread? 

I emphasize all this confusion here because one of those strange 
unobserved social phenomena of the highest historical importance was 
taking place in Egypt. Despite the inefficiency and delay, despite the 
self-interest and misunderstanding, Egypt rose to the crisis when it 
came, and behaved very well indeed. Just as the Jews aud Arabs in 
Palestine temporarily sank their differences when we went to war, so 
Egypt when tlie vital moment came stood solidly behind her agreement. 

All these things and many more besides made up the* atmosphere 
of the Middle East during this hot August. Many of them I failed to 
observe at the time, for I worked ten and sometimes twelve hours a day 
oh my book. In the end it was finished and I emerged from my flat to 
find that already events were on the march again. The new cycle in the 
Middle East was beginning. It was going to be a much more serious 
affair than anything we had ever seen here before.' 
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September in Persia 

T ATE IN Atigiist A-rtlmr Cliristiaiiseu, the editor of the Daily Ex- 

press ^ cabled me: “Can yott fly to Persia at once?” 

I drove across the Nile to the Persian Embassy in the suburb of 
Giza below the ps'rainids, and presently they took me into the ambas- 
sador’s study. Ali Akbar Behman was a pert and shrewd little man, 
his clothes European, his language Erench. He sat amid his splendid 
Tabriz carpets and gave me a little eggshell cup of sweet Turkish 
cofiee. He said, “l am going to give you a visa. I have refused many 
others, but I want j’ou to go and see for yourself whether all these 
stories about German agents are true. Persia (he called it Iran) is pro- 
British, pro-German, pro-Russian and pro-everybody. We are utterly 
neutral. It’s nonsense to talk about Nazis running the country.” 

He marked my passport as valid for crossing the border at 
Khanakin and nowhere else, and on a certain date. The visa was 
valid for thirty days and I had to proceed straight to Teheran. I was 
to report to the Persian police on my way. “You will see everything" 
he said. “You will be able to expose these lies/’ 

The conversation had not gone much further when I realized that 
the ambassador was pitzzled. He was probing me. What he was really 
saj'ing was, ‘T think the British are going to invade my country. Why, 
then, are j’-ou coming to me asking for visas? Is this a deception 
scheme?” I could not have answered him at that moment. Clearly 
Christiansen had some information about it in Eondou as I had, too, in 
Cairo, but I knew nothing for certain. 

I went down to Colonel Astley at G. H. Q. and he was mysterious, 
"Go and see Randolph,” he said. Major Randolph Churchill, the 
Prime Minister’s only sou, had lately taken over the army’s propaganda 
branch and he said flatly, “No, I strongly advise you not to go off to 
Persia on your own. I have something better arranged for you.” 

I cabled Christiansen evasively and waited. Randolph kept stall- 
ing. He would not say what he was planning. I even wondered 
whether it could be Dakar or Jibuti. 

Randolph bad come into G. H. Q. like a hot gusty wind. He was 
an unabashed reflection, of his father, whom he always referred to as 
Winston. • He was aggressive, headstrong, opinionated, full of rushing 
energy and he vveiit around G. H. O. mortally offeudins' one brass hat 
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after another. He was a notable figure with his heavy leonine head, 
his thick greying hair, his husky voice and big shoulders. 

His politics, to me, were deplorable, and he had a habit of riding 
rough-shod over everyone he could. He disliked advice. Inevitably 
he ma le many enemies and maty mistakes. But that limp, liteless and 
pathetic thing we called British propaganda in the Middle East 
suddenly revived under his iiupuision. He got •things done. He 
broadened the censorship and let in criticism. He revived the local 
press which at that time consisted of Reuters Foreign News Service 
and not much else. Sound and comprehensive as Renters can be, I 
defy anyone to digest at breakfast seven or eight solid columns of that 
particular s;>rt of circumlocutory English. Randolph brought in a new 
service of foreign cables, articles, pictures and cartoons. 

He brightened the press conferences and he dared to publish for 
the army a w.-ekly digest of the best magazine and newspaper articles 
appearing in America and England. Some of these articles were frankly 
critical olarmy methods. They were packed with well-written informa- 
tion and some contained left and liberal opinions (not that Randolph 
was left-wing — far from it). To the news-starved men of the desert, 
this sheet was the most stimulating reading they had seen in months, 
even years. An hysterical diehard British brigadier had one copy of 
the paper publicly burnt at his desert camp. Other reactionary minds 
of the type that was blocking all ori^nality in the British Army wrote 
bitter and abusive letters to the editor. One officer I remember pro- 
tested that the troops in the desert did not need this kind of subversive 
literature. What they really wanted, he said, were magazines like 
Country Liie. Certainly Randolph was shaking things up. 

When he left, bis I'Fdrlit’s Press R&vicw declined steadily. It was 
no longer distributed free and it became in the end just another flat, 
orthodox news magazine. 

At this moment, however, Randolph was in his heyday and 
thoroughly ■ enjoying himself. He had succeeded in persuading the 
authorities that if we were going to enter Persia then the war corres- 
pondents should be on the spot beforehand. They had given him 
something we had been begging for for years — an aircraft of our own. It 
was Randolph’s idea' that we should set off from Cairo the day before 
the occupation began, but things went wrong, and a sem'or intelligence 
officer managed to get us delayed an extra day. His reason was that 
we would have given the show away if we bad arrived the day before. 
It was not quite clear .to me how half a dozen correspondents were 
going to give the show away if , the arrival of some twenty thousand 
troops at the borders of Persia had not done so already. 

However, there it was, and one hot morning at the end of August 
while the British and Rnssian troops were entering Persia,,, a thtmsaffd 
miles away we assembled beside our Bombay aircraft on Heliopolis 
11 . , 
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airfield outside Cairo. There were Kim Mitiidy, our conducting officer 
who was known as the T'lying Tank because he had joined the R. A. F. 
in the last war and the Tanks Corps in this; Geoffrey Keating, the War 
Office photographer, who had been wounded wheji he W'as with ns in 
the Csueiiaioaii hills earlier in the year; Fdward Kennedy, a veteran of 
the Associated Press of America and one of the best correspondents in 
the Middle East; Desmond Tighe of Reuters, who had been trapped in 
Oslo when the Nazis arrived the previous year and had got away; 
Russell Hill of the Nch' York Her.ald Tribune, who had arrived in 
Egypt by sailing down the coast of ‘Yugoslavia in an open boat just 
one jump ahead of the Nazis; and myself. 

We flew east from Cairo in the fresh inorning light and, crossing 
the canal and the Eastern Desert, we came down among the orange 
groves of Eydda near Jernsalein. Then all through the hot midday 
hours when the heat .struck up at us thousands of feet above, we 
cruised across the Iraki desert. We played bridge on a suitcase and 
over Habhatiyeh, the R. A. F. base on the Euphrates, the air pockets 
were so severe the cards jumped up and hung briefly in the hot 
atmosphere. 

tiabbaniyeh is the place w'hich the Iraki rebels besieged in the 
spring of 1941. When we went into the mess-rooms, the bullet holes 
made hy Nazi fighters were still letting in shafts of sunlight. 

As we ate a late lituch under the fans, a sandsloriu blew np and 
we were grounded for the rest of that day and night. It was agonizing 
to sit there and do nothing. Just a few hours away we knew the 
British and Russian troops had gone into action. All we could do was 
to play billiards and wait. 

I got a seat in the glassed-in nose of the Bombay as we flew on 
next morning along the brow'n course of the Euphrates and over the 
confluence with the Tigris and so on to the green swamps of Basra on 
the Persian Gulf. 

Basra is one of the keypoinls of this war and it is a baleful place. 
It festers along the banks of the Shatt-el-Arab River and the prevailing 
colour of this flat unlovely landscape is lifeless grey. On the left bank 
of the river are the date-palm groves which once thes^ say were part of 
the Garden of Eden. On the right bank lies the scattered township, a 
collection of wharves, one or two office blocks and the rest just grey 
mud huts and a bazaar. Withered trees struggle out of the grey earth. 

The hotel has an air-conditioned bar and here you might meet 
Russian and Ajnerican pilots, British and Dominion officers, Indian 
traders and all the rest of the odd collection that usually gathers at an 
overnight stop at any of the cross-ways of the world. 

The river is more or less the boundary between Iran and Persia. 
Across It the British Indian troops had thrown a rough strong bridge. 
It consisted pf about thirty Arab dhows lashed’ side hy side, their 
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midships covered with plankiug. Across this the rear remnants of the 
Indian Army were hastening into battle. We began a weird drive in 
their wake. 

We motored llirough palm groves and came ont on to the drs' mud- 
flats of the Delta, where hundreds of army vehicles were bouncing 
pell-mell toward the east. In this southern sector the great oil re- 
fineries at Abadan, the largest in the world, were the objective. We 
could hear no firing as we coasted along. No aircraft flew overhead. 
No ambulances passed. In the brutish mud-hut villages the people 
merely stared and thej' were unafraid. So we came at last into the 
riverside port of Khorrnatishah and met the British general. 

The battle was all over. Khormanshah and the other ports like 
Bandar Shapur were in orrr hands and Abadan was likely to capitulate 
in a few hours. The Persian Navy — a few sloops — had been sunk or 
silenced. A dozen merchant ships were either burning, beached or 
captrrred. Some were good German ships of the Pels Dine, capable of 
eighteen knots. Our men had gone down the winding waterwaj's of 
the Delta and overwhelmed one Persian settlement after another. What 
was left of the Southern Persian Army had withdrawn northward on 
to its base at Ahwaz. 

There was a pathetic stoTS' of the Persian admiral, Bayendor, who 
had an English wife. At the first alarm at Khormanshah, the admiral 
had rushed to mobilize his sailors and for a while a couple of sloops 
kept up a running fight along the river. Seeing it was hopeless, the 
admiral came ashore to the radio station and manned a machine-gun. 
British Intelligence Ofldcers, meantime, had come up with the troops. 
The admiral, they knew, was a close friend of the Shah. It was hoped 
that, once captured, he could be persuaded to get in touch with the 
Shah aud induce him to negotiate. Documents had already been made 
out for this purpose. But when the British penetrated into Khor- 
maushah they found the old admiral dead at his machine-gun. He was 
buried with full naval honours in the river. 

All this we heard in the comfortable security of a house by the 
river which was temporarily British Headquarters. It was like no war 
I had ever seen before. We sat around in easy-chairs drinking whisky 
and soda and it was all explained to us on maps like some new parlour 
game. It suddenly occurred to me that it must often have been like 
this with the Germans. In Austria and Czechoslovakia, in the Lowlands 
and Norway — how often had it all been over in a few days, the regime 
finished, strange soldiers in the streets and at the railway station, and 
the people standing about not knowing what to do because everything 
had gone loo quickly to be grasped. Months of planning had preceded 
this invasion. Mouths more were going to elapse while Persia was con- 
ditioned into her new rdle in the war. But the actual fighting, the 
actual event which changed the country’s history, was really a very 
small thine. ■ 



196 


AFRICAN TRILOGY 


There was uotlihig here to be greatly excited about, iiotliing, apart 
from the techuical smoothness of the operation, to be very proud of. 

There was a soft velvet quietness along the river bank tow tliat 
the sun had gone down. We drove along the earth track in the dark- 
ness rintil we reached a garden— one of those tiiany lovely Persian 
gardens which are still as good as all one reads about them. Groping 
througli the flowers we casne on a swimming bath and plunged in naked. 

I for one felt no desire to write a message. All my enthusiasm 
had gone. The whole scene was an anticlimax after our long impatient 
flight. F>nt we went hack to the English Club, wrote our dispatclies, 
and slept on the floor among the billiard tables. 

Before it is too late and all the English clubs of the tropics are 
gone, let me just record my memory of this one. It was almost a 
perfect specimeu. . . a ramshackle single-storied wooden building by 
the river, with a library, a billiard room and a bar. A wide veranda 
and a big reception room for the dances and social evenings on 
Saturdaj'’ uight. Barefoot servants in white robes and turbans, a broad 
table on which lie six months’ old copies of the Taller, the Bystander, 
the Sketch, the Sphere, the Illustrated Lontlon Neics, The Times 
and the Daily Telegraph, the New Statesman, the Forum, Truth, 
Punch — a lot of Punches, bound copies too — the Wmdsor and Strand 
Magazines and a pile of engineering and trade papers and one or two 
local journals. The wicker chairs are just as they should be and 
always have been. So is the boy who presents a chit for you to sign 
for your drinks. So are the silver cups and the shield in the corner. 
Only the wireless set is out of place. When flic day's work is done, 
launches slide down tlie river and drop off the while-trousered English 
residents and they call for drinks as they slump down in the wicker 
chairs among their friends. 

“Have the other half?” 

“No. I’m in the cliair. What’ll you have ?" 

They drink whisky. They talk about themselves until the eight- 
o’clock B.B.C. uews conies on, and after that they talk for a little 
about the news. This they, do every uight. 

The English Club is the place where yort “get away from the local 
people for a bit”. . . the place where you can talk English and be 
English, the place where you can rest and be cool after the long day. 
Here you sit riuietly in the darkness and calculate how many weeks, 
mouths or years it is to yonr next leave — ^in England. It is the social 
centre of yonr life, the only real compensation for the heaf and boredotn 
and the endless work of the day. If you are English, you are no 
longer an alien here. This, at second best, ip your home. 

All down the southern coasts of ' China and out along the Malay 
Peninsula to the East Indies the English clubs were scattered. There 
were nmre of them in Burma, and the subcontiuent of India was almost 
becoming one great big English club. Wherever you went in all this 
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heal and ugliness, there was always a club where you could shut yourself 
away iroin the world, away from the politics and the shiftless squalid 
lives of the natives. The Japanese could not enter the English Club, 
nor could the Hindu or the Tamil, the Eurasian or the MalaJ^ What 
the natives did was their own aEair, so long as they obeyed the English 
law. One began to lose touch a little with the native. It was rumoured 
that he was plotting something, but then he was always plotting. 

What a crude and tragic Hollyw'ood thriller it has since turned 
out to be — the natives creeping through the jungle, the snJdeu arrow 
embedded in the bar-room door, tlie settlers spilling their drinks as they' 
run for their gnus, the war whoops in the jungle, the ammunition gone 
and tlie final overwhelming rush of the enemy, and then the house 
going up in flames. 

All this was about to happen in the Far East. One after another 
the English chibs were going to go up in flames — at Hong Kong and 
Penang, at Singapore, Rangoon and Mandalay. 

if you had hinted at this to these Indian array officers iu Persia, 
they would have stared at you coldly and pul you down as an alarmist. 
To them the situation was “well in hand.” That was true enough as far 
as Persia was concerned. For once we had arrived in time. We had 
arrived, in fact, at the second half of the programme. The While 
Man’s revenge was on its way. Here in Ehornianshah the sheriJl had 
actually ridden into the town in time to save the English Club. One 
could not help feeling perversely that it might have been a better thing 
if the Club had been burnt down, and some of its old ideas destroyed 
with it. Then perhaps when we came to rebuild after the war, the 
native would be invited inside. 

Feeling too tired to sleep and turning over these ideas turgidly in 
my head, I spent the night on the billiard room floor, and woke with a 
jump at the sound of au explosion iu the early morning. Momentarily 
I half-expected to see an arrow quivering in the woodwork above ray 
head. We got up and looked down the steamy reaches of the river. 
Something was still going on across on Abadan Island. We got a boat 
and went over. 

Hike the skyscrapers of New York, the towers of the Abadan 
refinery rise out of the flat Delta . AU around lie the cottages and gardens 
of the officials and the workers. They have an air-conditioned restaurant 
and a section of the desert is roped off to form a golf course. Itis not au 
attractive place, The Sikhs were just completing their encirclement of 
it as we came iu. What a crazy war it was. The British employees of the 
Anglo-Iranian Oil Cojnpany, several hundreds of them, including some 
wives and- hospital nurses, had stayed in the town tljroughcmt the 
fighting. They were simply told to “stay indoors until it is all over.” 
Only three of them who ventured out into the streets, had been hlt 
and killed. A handful of Persian soldiers iff, their mustard-coloured 
uniforms had fired a few desuUorv rounds through the streets. 
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One or two had been sniping from the roof-tops, but most of the 
Persian Array had decamped in a body across the river. Who could 
blame them ? The odds were hopelessly against them. At the adminis- 
tration block where the bullets had gone crashing through the adding 
machines and office desks, there had been a skirmish, The Indians 
had settled it by bowling a heavy railway truck through the iron fence. 
Then they charged over the wreckage. Only a score or two had been 
killed or wounded on either side. 

We went into the hospital where the English nurses had lain for 
an hour or two on the floor while the bullets ripped holes out of their 
bedroom cupboards and windows. They were a little breathless, but 
no one had come to any harm. Among the palms nearby a dead 
Persian boy was lying, and close beside him I turned through the ruins 
of a little arms dump. There were boxes of new Bren guns marked 
Skoda Works, Czechoslovakia — sluli evidently brought in at the last 
minute by the Germans. 

Down by the river ferry a British officer was camped with a 
company of Indians. ‘‘About six hundred of the enemy got across in 
the ferry,” he said. “We have just sent messengers to them to say 
that unless they surrender in two hours’ time, we will round them up." 
We all sat down in the sun and waited for the surrender. Presently 
a perspiring messenger turned up. “The enemy are having a con- 
ference,” he reported. “They can’t make up their minds what to do." 

After another half-hour we got tired of waiting and went back to 
the air-conditioned restaurant for lunch. Its temperature was a good 
thirty degrees less than the sweltering heat outside. I shivered over 
the beer and bacon and eggs, and emerged into the sun an hour later 
with the most violent cold I have had in my life. 

You can judge of the unreality of all this action in the south by 
the fact that throughout the fighting the Persians never cut the oil 
supplies. The oil flowed out of the leiritory held by the Persian Army 
to the British oil refineries at Abadan and the British continued to pay 
their royalties. 

Next morning at 5 a. m. the majority of the British Army went 
coursing up both banks of the river in pursuit of the Persian Army 
at Ahwaz. It was an incredible drive. Thousands of vehicles, were 
moving northward at high speed across the dusty plain. It was a sort 
of mass hue and cry, and everyone wanted to get there first. When 
the horn of one of our vehicles jammed, the Indian driver crawled out 
along the running-board as we rushed along at forty miles an hour 
and fixed it, 

_ Every few miles yellow-furred' gazelles would leap across the 
horizon. Arab villagers, astounded and delighted at this apparition 
rushing like a tidal wave across the desert, came out to cheer ns on. 
AU morning we continued, and then in the full midday heal we came 
at last to the bead of bur columns. Once more it was all over. 



A HJiAR Ot JiAllLE 


199 


The Shah himself had telephoned his armj’' commanders to abandon 
the fight. The defenders of i^waz had not had much lime to lose. 
Already thei' could see the columns of dust from the British vehicles 
bearing down on them. They sent out an emissars' in a civilian car, 
but he, poor man, was soon hopelessly lost in the long lines of British 
vehicles. No one at first took any notice of him and he went from one 
Indian truck to another vainly trying to surrender. At length he 
reached the brigadier in command and the guns were silenced just as 
thes' were about to open up their barrage. 

We drove on ahead of the army into Ahwaz and at once lost our 
way in a huge barracks. Persian soldiers came running out excitedly 
and jiuiiped on the running-board. A sentry lifted liis gun and we 
stopped. In the barracks the Persians had been told nothing detinite — 
they had simply been confined there — and now they wanted to 
imprison us. “It’s all over,” we shouted at them in English. “There is a 
truce.” And at length they understood and doubtfully let us through. 

We drove on to the big modern block by the river where the 
surrender was taking place. British and Persian Generals stood 
chatting amiably on the veranda. It was indeed all over. 

Then for us began a fantastic drive through the night to Basra to 
get our stories away. Half a dozen times we were bogged in the 
sand. For hours we w’audered among the tributaries of the Della, 
bnxuping into slit trenches and barbed wire, doubling around the 
swamps and coming back on to our own tracks. At length we got 
across and, more tired than I can ever remember, we flung ourselves 
down in the lounge of the hotel. 

This was the soirthern sector of the occupation. Next morning 
we went by train to Baghdad to find out what had happened in the 
north. It was much the same. After turn days the Shah had capitu- 
lated. For the first time in this war the Russian and British Armies 
had joined hands. 

We hired three Baghdad taxis to make the three-day journey 
over bad roads to Teheran, the S^b’s capital. Now a Baghdad taxi is 
no ordinary vehicle. Its broken springs are bound together with rope, 
the rope is soaked in water which has the effect of tautening it, and this 
contraption is the only liaison between the body and the wheels. The 
first taxi had proceeded some two hundred yards down the main streets 
of Baghdad when both doors and the back fell off and the engine 
exploded. We hired another which boiled but did not explode. There 
were two, or three punctures and once we fell into a ditch, but all 
three vehicles reached the border at Rbankain that uightj Immediately 
the three drivers mutinied. They wanted more money and they 
wanted to go home. 

We bargained and finally went to sleep on the stretchers of . a 
hospital train which had been shunted into a siding. 

At six the next morning we were on the road again. We bumped 
alonp^ the earth tracks .past incredible ■ sitone forts and palaces on the 
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frontier and tip the formidable Paitak Pass. Then on, endlessly, 
across the flat-baked land. Gatiut hills flowed past. Villageis came 
out offering sweet melons and sticky drinks. Occasionally we ran 
down from the desert into tinj' vallej’S, so green, so shady and 
refreshing that it was a great hardship not to stop and wash one’s 
bnruing feet in the streams. But stop we date not. Each time we 
did come to a standstill the three drivers at once refused to go on and 
demanded more money. 

My diiver was the first to realize that ottr plan was to keep the 
three vehicles going, day and night, until they col lap.sed or reached 
Teheran — whichever was the sooner. He decided to wreak his vehicle 
and that was child’s play. He ran it over a monstrous rut and 
smashed what was left of all four springs. 

It took a village blacksmith two hours to repair the damage and, 
meanwhile, the drivers plotted a toitr de force. It started with non- 
violence and non-co-operation. They lay down in the shade and slept. 
We wakened them. They said they had no petrol. We got some. 
They said their carburettors were not working. We fixed them. They 
said they had no food. We gave them food. Then Mohammed, the 
big one, fingered his knife, folded his arms and said, "Finish. We 
stop." Mundy pulled out his revolver. 

“You’re in the army now,” he said dramatically. “Come on. Get 
started.’’ It was more the way he said it than anything. Scattering 
broken springs and spare parts, we bumped into Kermanshahiat last 
and lunched off Persian beer and bad eggs. Mundy was practically 
unconscious with bis cold and lay down for a little. 

Through the hot afternoon, when the bumping of the taxis became 
an agony, we passed many demobilized Persian soldiers on the road. 
They tramped along stolidly, sometimes raising enough energy to 
throw a curse or a stone, but mostly they were just bored and anxious 
to get home. In one village the people brought us sweet Persian tea 
and would not accept money. In the evening we came to Hamadau 
and slept for a few hours among the bugs in that mockery of an hotel. 

A.11 this time we had been passing groups of Indian soldiers 
encamped beside the road, and now on the third morning we came on 
their farthest outpost, a company of Ghurkas. 

Their officers told us the great meeting between the British and 
Red forces had taken place the previous day, and now the Russians had 
withdrawn to Kasvin, some seventy kilometres farther on. Well, that 
was another story we had missed. W’e were too weary to care much 
about it anyway. I was beginning to loathe the whole adventure. We 
went on doggedly and presently sofneone said, “Good God, what’s that?” 

It was a truckload of troops who seemed at first sight to be Nazis. 
They sat four abreast in gabardine tunics and jackboots. They, had 
Geripan helmets on their heads, and each man, sitting holt upright, 
clasped a rifle with , a .fixed bayonet. Where had I seen this before ? 
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A newsreel showing the Nazi entrance into Vienna? We ran alongside. 
Looking up into tlieir faces, we saw young men with fair hair and blue 
eyes and round brown cheeks. Hand-grenades were strapped to their 
waists and on their superb shoulders were strapped cartridge belts. 
Every rifle was an automatic. 

They never turned to look at us. They looked straight ahead, 
sitting there stifiBy on the hard wooden seats of their truck, and the 
truck was running on caterpillars. I looked keenly at the nearest boy 
and his pleasant, peasant’s eyes were blank and rigid, and his great 
countryman’s baud was corded tightly round the barrel of his rifle. He 
was as erect as a birch-tree. He wore a red hammer and sickle badge. 

In that moment the great Red bluff was exploded for me for ever. 
What about the poor anaemic Russian infantryman who had no boots 
in Finland? And the dumb herds slaughtered by the Germans in the 
last war? And the amateur factories that turned oirt amateur guns 
and rusty ammunition ? And the peasant crushed by the OGPU? 

It had been a fine bluff and it had been working steadilj'- for more 
than two decades. Now at last the Soviets had been forced to show 
their cards. 

And their cards were these young men, athletes all of them, with 
their iron discipline, their brand new modern weapons, their wonderful 
shining health. They had that strange thing you see occasioually in 
young men’s faces. It is a mixture of adolescent strength and spirhnal 
resolve, and something else — pride, maybe. I bad never seen hoops 
like this before. 

As we drove on into Kasvin, we came on one remarkable thing 
after another. There were multiple pom-poms mounted on tractors 
that were designed to meet low-flying aircraft. These travelled with 
the convoys of lorried infantry and filled the rdle a destroyer takes at 
sea. They had field guns too far off for me to see clearly, but obviously 
of a recent design. They had armoured cars with a two-pounder gun 
and two-inch armour on the turret. These cars had eight wheels, two 
of which iu the front could be jacked up clear of the road aud used as 
spares or lowered to help the car across bad ground. They had steel 
field kitchens and wireless vans. They had streamlined aircraft, faster 
than our latest Spitfire (though these we did not see until later). They 
had many tracked vehicles and small scout tanks. All these weapons 
were in a spotless condition. 

The men were iu grey-green uniforms and light half-length black 
kneeboots. Woven badges on their arms showed who was an electrician, 
who a wireless expert, who a tank mechanic and so on. The officers’ 
ranks were marked by little red enamelled badges attached to their tunic 
lapels — four badges to a general, They all had heavy steel helmets. 

Sentries twice sprang from ditches with hand.'greniades and Stopped 
us. They carried Russian tommy-p’uns. 
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We came iu the early alleruooiito the hotel at Kasvi'i, the Riissiau 
army lieadctuarters. There were Red seulries and annotired cars at the 
door, and the Persian servants, obviously frightened, were setting oirt 
a late luncheon on the clining-rooiu table. One after another the Rtrssian 
staff oflicers and commissars came iu. 

There nurst have been about twenty of them. They were rorrgh, 
leathery, sweaty and cheerful. The senior political commissar, a round, 
porcine little man, looked at nre narrowly and said, “We met in 
Valencia in the Spanish War.” I could not remember, birt it .seemed to 
reassure him greatly. I suppose be was doing one of those under- 
grorrud political jobs in Spain. The general, the last to arrive, was a 
soft-spoken little man with deceptively gentle manners. A civilian 
interpreter had bobbed rrp from somewhere and explained that we were 
a party of British and American war correspondents on our way to 
Teheran. 

“Ask them to lunch,” said the general; “we will discuss it later.” 
The lunch continued until six in the evening. There wa.s the stage 
where we ate cold chicken and chatted politely through the interpreter. 
The stage where we toasted Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill. The 
stage where we denounced the Germans and filmed one another 
with my miniature movie camera. The stage where we exchanged 
badges and sang folk-sougs together. And, last scene of all, the stage 
where I drew off to my bedroom with a splitting head to type my 
dispatch, 

Through all this toasting in fierce Persian vodka, the general was 
charming but adamaut. Teheran, he said, was not yet occupied by the 
Allied troops. He, for his part, would be delighted to let ns go through, 
but he had just made au agreement with the British general that no 
one should pass along the road. Bet us produce a pass from the British 
general and he would countersign it at once and off we should go. 

There was nothiug for it but to drive back to British headiiuarters. 
Mtiudy and Patrick Crosse of Reuters, who had joined our parly, 
volunteered to make the journey while the rest of us slept. They drove 
all night, were twice arrested by Red sentries, and iu the early morning 
got back with the pass. By ten o’clock we were on the road again. 

Just outside Teheran we stopped to remove our badges and then 
drove on into the broad streets of the city ostensibly as ordinary civilians. 

Teheran just then was playing out the last act of a long and not 
always comic opera. All the pent-up and bitter feelings of many years 
of despotic misrule were rising to the surface and ready to break loose. 
In his palace the Shah.'Reza Pahlevi, was beginning to see at last that 
the game was, up. He had gone through all the scenes of which a 
ruthless and self-willed old man is capable. He had summoned his 
beaten, generals and raged at them and beaten them with the flat of 
his,sword.. He had thrown politicians and commanders ,into prison 
and shot some of them. He had -locked, himself up in his room and 
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sulked. He had threatened suicide and revenge. It was too much for 
this limited and arrogant mind to see its dream of empire broken in a day. 

Almost alone he had created this new city with its absurd and 
empty opera housC) its stock exchange and pretentious railway station. 
They were toys from the western world and he loved them. Year 
after year he had flung out new highways and built new palaces for his 
private use, and no one had dared challenge him. He bad broken all 
opposition Tuthlessls'. Persia was his private domain and its fifteen 
million people were his slaves. Every one of his childish whims was 
a high part of the internal politics. 

Coming suddenly into this dty, one looked down into a dark golf 
of medievalism as barbaric as the days of Genghis Khan, as primitive 
as a fifteenth-century ghetto. Much as he loved the fijdng machines 
and the motor-cars of the modern world, the Shah disliked the intrusion 
of modern foreigners in his country. Now that they had come to 
overturn him, he hated them. There was only one greater hate in 
Persia and that was borne by the Persian people against their Shah. 

A state of corruption and misery unexampled even in war-time 
Europe had been uncovered by our invasion. Much of the Persian 
Army was unpaid and in a state of semi-mutiny. The Kurds were, in 
fact, mutinying at that moment. Many thousands of peasants had been 
impressed into road gangs and set to work in the gorges of the Elburz 
Mountains where daily more than one was accidentally killed. The 
only payment was food. Disobedience meant the whip. As a popula- 
tion, the people were in rags and the swollen bellies of the children I 
had seen in the villages showed how far famine and disease were 
spreading. The gaols were full and filthy. The scale of- taxation was 
only matched by the prevailing system of bribery. 

The great wealth of the country — much of it from royalties paid by 
the Anglo-Iianian Civil Oil Company — ^was being slowly and steadily 
drawn into the Shah's own hands by a network of monopolies and taxa- 
tion. His wealth was immense and he was spending it with the egocen- 
tric vulgarity of a pork-and-beans millionaire on his first trip to Paris. 

When he came to go, the old man still had his soldierly bearing 
and his pride, but this was not enbugh to diminish the outraged feelings 
of bis people. At the end there was scarcely one man left in Persia to 
weep for him. 

All this had been a pretty easy market for the German minister 
Count von Ettel. Herr von Ettel played heavily upon the Shah's 
vanity and cupidity. For example, when he bad heard that the British 
were wrangling with the Shah over the price of a wireless transmitter 
for the capital, he had hurried to the Palace and offered the finest set 
Germany could produce as a free gift from the German people. It 
cost, I suppose, some thirty thousand pounds, which was cheap, con- 
sidering the advantages it brought in its wake. Soon Germany be»an 
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to flood Peisia with cheap tuantifacUtred goods, house fittings, garden 
tools, electrical euuipmeiit, plumbing odds and ends, aucl anything that 
could be made with bakelite and ersaiz. 

Never in my life have I seen so many shops filled with elecliical 
goods as I saw in Teheran. The majority of the people in Persia have 
no electrical current. 

Germans had begun to arrive in increasing numbers. They edged 
their way into the broadcasting and newspaper business so that the 
majority of the news it.^ms were from the Axis. They began to get 
the contracts for such state monopolies as the airways. Tim Shah 
owned all tlie hotels in the country, and they did business with him 
there. Tittle by little the3r were beginning to undermine the oil 
concessions granted to the Auglo-Iranian Oil Company. It %vas a 
grand game while it lasted. 

Ent now von littel himself was in trouble. He was locked up in 
his summer legation in the hills above tire town, and some six htindred 
German subjects were encamped in the legation gardens, hoping that 
Hitler would find some way of getting them out. The Italian Tegaliou 
was in much the same position. So were the Bulgarians, Rumanians 
and Hungarians. Just for once, the Allies had got in first and put the 
Axis on the spot. 

Governing aveiythiug was one dominating fear — fear, not of the 
British, but the Russians. In the last war the Russians had came into 
the country, they had seized Kasvin, the very town they now held again, 
and they had been ruthlessly severe. Every Persian I spoke to seemed 
mortally afraid of the Russians. The people of Teheran were spread- 
ing the most hair-raising stories of Red rape, pillage and violence: 

The German and Italian nationals also were petitioning that they 
should be handed over, not to the Russians, but to us. It was interest- 
ing to see that even alter the bombing of Rngland these remote little 
hangers-on of the Axis believed, that there was still goodwill to be 
found for them among the British. And they had a proportionate feat 
of the Russians. I had seen the same thing at the fall of Addis Abbaba. 
Even at the moment of their capture Ilaliaus and Germans will adopt 
a confident, almost insolent, manner because they have a conviction 
that they will be treated well by the British. 

Von Ettel exploited this now to the utmost. While the two allied 
armies waited outside the capital, he haggled over the lists of names of 
those who had diplomatic privileges aud those who had to be handed 
over. He argued, delayed and bargained. He pretended to be ill. He 
made agreements and broke them on a technical point to gain just a 
little more time. Even when the trains were sent, he at first failed to 
deliver the wanted men, ahd when they finally appeared , they went off 
in, a hail of salutes andSieg Heils which, I suppose was a snub to us. 
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The presence of just one platoon of Red soldiers in the town would 
have made such a difference. 

There were comic moments, of course. One day we drove up to 
the nearby hills tvhere the Shah had built a sort of pleasure garden and 
tourist hotel which was a nice blending of Bournemouth and Monti eux. 
Sitting high upon the terrace there was Raschid Ali’s rebel cabinet. 
They had tied here after the failure of their revolt in Baghdad a few 
months previonsly, and now they sat moodily gazing into a fountain. 
Poor little men in their striped tronsers and black coals. I wonder 
what has become of them. 

Then we dined one night in a rcstanrant where a couple of German 
youths, half drunk, were sitting at one of the tables. When they saw 
ns they began to shout their Sieg Heils. One of them banged his fist 
on the table and glared at me. I suppose I should have offered to 
fight. As it was, they got up after a bit and staggered out. They, or 
someone, staged a small demonstiatioii for us when we emerged later. 
We were often hissed and booed in the streets on our way to and from 
the Firdausi Hotel. Despite the absence of our badges we wete**Still 
in uniform, since we had no civilian clothes, atid the town was full of 
demobilizeci Persian Officers who were feeling hitter. 

At the censorship — all tlirongh this chaiade we had to send out 
messages through the Persian censor — we sometimes used to run into 
Japanese, German and Italian correspondents who still kept filing 
dispatches to the Douiei, D. N. B. and Stefani agencies. Since Nazis 
still controlled the radio station thes' managed to gel some of our 
rae.ssages delayed or stopped initil we protested and got the Nazi 
controller sacked. 

There were pleasant moments when w'e went through the shops 
and bazaars buying German cameras and Persian sheepskin coats, 
when we lazed in the Luards’ swimming bath or spread ourselves on 
Persiau vodka and Kebab. The wines were had, the beer passable. 
The caviare brought, freshly from the Caspian was no pleasure to me 
since I dislike it, but the others gorged themselves. 

While we were waiting in Teheran for the departure of the Axis 
nationals and the dethronement of the Shah in favour of bis son, we 
decided to visit the Caspian Sea where the Red Fleet was in occupa- 
tion, I set out in the same deplorable taxis, with Clifford, Sam Brewer 
of the Chicago Tribune and one or two others. All of us had travelled 
widelj' in Rurope, but none had seen such fantastic country as this. 
The road across the Elburz Mountains climbed ten thousand feet into 
a tumbled mass of fiery peaks. These peaks, ptterly barren, were, 
fashioned by some convulsion of the earth into monstrous shapes, so 
that sometimes a vast scarlet and yellow razorback rose up in front of 
the road, and all the,helghts beyond fell into crenellated ridges. (Sreat 
svncliues and anticlines of vivid rock arched li^e btidees across the 
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valle3’’s and the mountains or tuiubied into screes ol broken stone. 
E:rcept along the torrents below, not a single tree grew, and the effect 
of this awful countrs' was to fill the mind with images of huge siuawling 
dragons and fabulous monsters. I looked and looked until I became 
dizzy witli the tremendous spectacle. It was a relief at the suiniuit to 
plunge into a long tunnel where the damp rocks were sweating runnels 
of niountaiu water and the hot snuliglit at the other end shone like a 
caudle through the intervening darkness. 

We came out on the northern side into a new world where trees 
grew and bright ferns lay heaped on each other on the walls of the 
gorges. This was the road where the labourers clinging to the sheer 
rocks had lost their foothold through fatigue aud giddiness, and gone 
screaming down into the pits aud crevasses of the range. Few gorges 
were less than two thousand feet deep. At the foot of the range we 
came upon the most irresistibly lovely sight I had seen since* I left 
Fugland eighteen months before. We drove into a beech forest 
dripping with fine rain, and along the muddy country lanes willows, 
oaks and elms were growing. It was almost too much to accept after 
so long in the harsh colours of the Middle Eastern deserts. It was as 
though someone had suddenly lifted a curtain and the whole world had 
turned itself into a stage. They told us that bears, wolves, leopards, 
wild boar and occasionally tigers roamed through the woods. We heard 
the sound of au axe on a wet tree trunk, and ran past meadows of a 
Devon greenness where cattle were grazing. We saw farms and 
hunting lodges, and I suppose the wet fresh smell of the forest had the 
.same nostalgia for all of us for we said nothing. 

We dropped at last below sea-level to the shores of the Caspian 
aud drove into the flowering gardens of Chains. Six Red sentries 
blocked the road. 

Sam remembered a few Russian phrases aud Clifford seems to be 
able to speak any language he likes after about ten minutes. Between 
them they made the iutroductions. Cluttered up with his loiiiiny-gun 
and his hand-grenades, the Russian corporal bowed from the hips, an 
astonishing gesture, and told us to report to his of&cer a few kilo- 
metres east along the coast. 

Now we were really enjoying ourselves. The Caspian was grey 
and limitless, a wonderful vision after the desert. From the green 
forests little mountain streams raced across the road into the black 
sand beaches. Two Russian destroyers lay at anchor, and again one 
felt that sudden uplift of excitement abotit the Red forces. From a 
distance these ships looked exactly like our latest destroyers, only a 
little more rakish and modern in outline. If fresh grey paint goes 
for anything, they were beautifully maintained. Two more sentries, 
tommy-guns braced evenly in their hands ready for action, blocked 
the way to the. wharves. Strange, uniforms only meant enemy to theip, 
and we, went forward keeping our hands elaborately away from our 
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sides. Then the lieutenant came along in blue gabardine with a blue 
cap and an anchor badge' on the band. He was absurdly handsome 
and his teeth were like an American toothpaste adverlisemenl, 

As soon as he approached, the two sentries saluted and jumped to 
attention; and at attention they stayed throughout the whole interview. 
When the officer called a marine along the beach the marine E.i.N’ 
toward him, saluted, stood to attention while he got his orders, saluted 
again, and then ra:< hack to his post. 

These men were keyed to a discipline I have yet to see in our 
annj', or any other arm3'. It may be that they are all comrades to- 
gether, but the Red officer ou the job gets the sort of skilled and 
immediate obedience we don't often .see off the parade ground. At 
Kasvin a sentrj' had been posted outside my bedroom door. It bad 
been almost unnerving the waj* he bad swept tip to attention and a full 
salute when I merely appeared in the distance. Here on the Caspian 
this was no rehearsed parade for the benefit of foreigners. We had 
arrived uuexpectedlj’, their first visitors, and probablj', apart from 
Persians, the first foreigners these men had ever seen. 

The lieutenant wrote us out a safe conduct at once. He grinned 
and seemed to take the whole thing in his stride and I would much 
like to have talked at length to him. All the rest of that afternoon 
we drove along the southern littoral of the Caspian to Ramsar. 

At Ramsar the Shah had built himself a monument to his vanity. 
It was an hotel. He resolved that this hotel should outdo the hotels 
of Kurope, and now here, teaching up the sea plain before us, was the 
result. T suppose there were some two siiuare miles of gardens in the 
French style with a Casino stuck at the edge on the black beach. 
Terraced stone steps flowed everywhere like rivers. Marble statues 
bobbed up out of every' nook and alcove. The facade of the hotel was 
a vast and heroic bas-relief done in some sort of grey composite. The 
Armenian architect had fairly let himself go inside. It was a mad 
dream of scarlet and gold, of chandeliers and plush. Rich and riotous 
Persian carpets were flung about 'with the confusion of confetti. 

It was like entering a 'Victorian museum or a fun fair or Madame 
Tussaud’s. A neat little Swiss presided over the empty rooms, and 
he told us sadly of the great days when the Shah and von Ettel and 
all Ihe diplomats came down here to stay. 

The head policeman of Ramsar, bulbous, sweating and surmounted 
by a Prussian helmet, had met us on the steps. It seemed that the 
Russians had not called here yet, and in a long lyrical speech he_ offered 
us -the surrender of the town. We took him inside and sat with him 
far into the night eating caviare and drinking vodka and lemonade. We 
were asked tp go pig-sticking in the forest on the morrow, but declined; 
Each time the policemau spoke, he clipped his heels, towed aiid raised 
his elass in a toast. 'He was very hot and very thirsty; ■ 
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It soon tiiTued out that all the stories of Red atrocities were 
untrue. True, the Cossacks had frightened the people badly by riding 
through the town at a gallop. True, they had seized certain stocks of 
sugar and other provisions they needed. True, their aircraft had 
bombed Pahlevi, the town along the coast. 

But their fleet had not opened fire. What had happened at 
Pahlevi was that at the last uioiiient the Persians had attempted to 
camouflage their warships by decorating them with branches of trees 
aud shrnbs, which they had brought down from the hills. But theu 
a Russian cruiser appeared and the crews took to their heels. The' 
Belgian Consul had saved the daj' by rowing out to oue of the Persian 
ships and hoisting the white flag before the Russians attacked. 

A word here about the Russian commissars. They wore the same 
uniforms as the soldiers aud held similar ranks. They were respon- 
sible directly to Moscow and not to the army command. In all 
matters apart from operations, thej' appeared to have control. They 
handled the administration of conquered territories, the financial aud 
economic affairs of the army aud propaganda. They were the liaison 
between the soldier aud the State. They were the Governors of the 
Army. They watched morale and were the authorities on all normal 
civilian affairs. They exerted considerable power. Thus when one Red 
Officer, an engineer, wanted to show me a medal he had in his pocket 
and a photograph of his wife aud children, I noticed that he first 
glanced ciuickly over his shoulder at the nearest commissar — in this 
case my fat friend from Valencia. The commissar nodded and the 
engineer displayed his souvenirs. 

Clearlj’- the suspicions of the Russians were boundless. They 
trusted no foreigner unless they had to. Yet before I left Persia the 
British and Russian Commanders had worked out an agreement and it 
seemed to be operating smoothly enough. Wttle by little, relations 
became closer in Persia. A great high road for supplies to Russia was 
developed through the country. With the occupation of Persia a con- 
tinuous front from Murmansk to the Western desert of Kgypt was 
secured. The Russians had gone into Persia with six divisions, we 
with two. Not ten per cent, of those forces’were needed in action. 

The casualties were trifling — perhaphs a few hundred in all. For 
the Persians themselves only good could flow from the occupation, for 
their new Shah, who was crowned in Teheran in September, broke the 
royal monopolies, opened the political prisons, paid the army, reduced 
the taxes and took advice. Food was quickly brought in to feed his 
famished subjects. It began to appear that there was spme reasonable 
future ahead of the country despite the war. 

I madp that romantic journey back to Cairo by road, passing 
through Baghdad, Damascus, Nazareth and Jerusalem, It was time 
■ enough. Things were beginning to move ao^ain in the desert. 
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October in the Desert . 

Rack iu Cairo friends had loaned ns another flat on the island and 

we were in the turmoil of moving — a crazy business of donkey 
carts iu Egj’pt. Lucy had left her old job and it was decided that she 
should go to the Comiuauder-in-Chief as his private secretary. I was 
opposed to this partly because it meant verj' long hours of work in the 
heat and partly becaiise I felt it would lead to a difficult and somewhat 
absurd situation between us. As General Auchiulecfc’s secretary, she 
would be handliug his correspondence with the War Cabinet and the 
most secret messages in the Middle East. I felt that if I obtained any 
exchtsive information iu the normal course of my job and wrote it, I 
would be accused of having got it from my wife. I also wanted to be 
free to criticize the High Command up to the limits allowed by the 
censorship. However, we agreed to see hour things worked out, and 
Lucj' went to work in a converted scullery adjoining the General’s 
office in the block of flats which was G. H. Q. 

Auchiuleck up to this time had been something of a mystery. He 
had slipped quietly into this job from India, and for some reason 
through a long career he had escaped or avoided the publicity which 
chtng so relentlessly to the other generals like Gort, Ironside and 
Wavell. • 

His record did not promise genius. His had been the most regular 
of all regular array lives. He was even born at Aldershot, the Vatican 
of British soldiering, and his father was a gunner. They said — 
inevitably — that as a boj' he used to dig trenches round the family 
orchard and that he drilled his younger brothers and sisters. He went, 
of course, to Sandhurst, and one might almost guess the rest — the 
commission in the 62 ud Pun jabs in India at the age of twentj', the 
fighting against the Turks in the Middle East through the last war, the ■ 
lonely soldier home on leave during the early nineteen-twenties when 
everyone wanted to forget soldiering, the marriage with the pretty ^'rl 
he met in France, the return tO the India of polo and rhythmical 
promotion. 

Up and up he went, with never a move out of character. There 
was the fighting on the North-West Frontier, the term at the Imperial 
Defence College in England, that nursery of generals, then back to 
rising comtiiands in India. Colonel, Brigadier, Major-General, Lieutenant 
General. This wai’ had bron|;ht him a brief command iu Norway, a 
brisk administrative job preparing the south of England after Dunkirk, ' 
14 
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and then finally that ulliniale goal ol every regular officer in the 
Etupire Army — Comniauder-in-Chief, India. 

No, none ot it was very exciting. It was believed in the Middle 
East, with reason, that something more than an efficient but average 
general was wanted to restore onr losses and take the offensive. 
Wavell’s personal magnetism, which seemed to survive every setback 
ill the war, had made it very difficult for a successor to step into the 
Middle East command. The sudden removal of Wavell to the India 
coiniuand was not liked in Cairo, or the desert. 

The man who stepped out of his aircraft one hot moruiug in June 
1941 to take command in Cairo was, of conise, utterly different from 
his reputation ... or, rather, different from what everyone expected 
him to be. But when people had got over their first surprise at finding 
him so different, and Auchiuleck had taken his two defeats in the 
desert, it was again fashionable to point to his prosaic career and say, 
“He lacked new ideas, drive, initiative.’’ ' 

Both views — the early reaction in bis favour and the subsequent 
tendency to regard him as just another regular soldier — were hope- 
lessly mistimed and misinformed. This book is no defence of General 
Auchiuleck. But it is an attempt to describe his two campaigns in the 
desert and explain how thej' went wrong under the direction of this 
vigorous and intelligent mind. 

There is a strange contradiction in nearly everything about Auchin- 
leck, and this in the end is probably the reason why success was 
always snatched away from him just at the moment when it seemed 
secure. He had extraordinary charm and gentleness in conversation, 
and he could be utterly ruthless^, Half a dozen times he sacked some 
of his closest associates who failed — sacked them overnight so that one 
day they were in charge of a sector of Uie battle in the desert and the 
next on their way to England and retirenieut. In each case he main- 
tained a bigoted loyalty to these men until they made their major 
mistake, and you might argue from this that he was no chooser of men. 

For a mall who had been ridden bj' British army drill and discipline 
for forty years, Auchiuleck had a mind of quite exceptional freshness 
and originality. He would seize on every new idea and explore it at 
once. He was ready to meet everyone and anyone. He brimmed with 
ideas himself. He was very easy to talk to. With all this he was still 
scarcely known to his men or the public. That curious psychology by 
which everyone'in the Middle East felt that they kuew Wavell person- 
ally never operated in the case of Auchiuleck. With all the instincts 
of a social and gregarious human being, he had never learned how to 
make contact with the world at large. He loathed public speeches as 
much as he enjoyed private conversation. He almost never broadcast. 
He avoided social engagements. 

■ Almost thefirst thing Auchiuleck did on his arrival in Cairo was to 
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turn his house ou Gezira into a combined barracks and ofiicers’ mess. 
Wavell with his large and youthful family used to hold open house 
Ihere every Sunday, and often the place was full of the noise and 
laughter of young men aud girls. The last time I had gone there in 
Wavell’s tenure, a wedding reception was being. held, and as the 
General stood receiving the guests, orderlies kept coming up with 
tu'gcul messages. Undisturbed by the- wedding scene. Wavell would 
open and read his telegrams and then turn back to his guests again. 

A few months later I went there with Tony Phillpotts, Aucbinleck’s 
personal assistant. I went through one empty, flowerless room after 
another. The place had become what the General intended it should 
be — a barracks. 

Auchluleck was au ascetic. He had no private life. Despite his 
charming manner and bis sense of humour, he was deeply aud 
irrevocably serious. The army was the ruling passion of his life. He 
had no interests outside the war. He did not smoke. He could 
never really relax lor lw.o minutes. 

There were no children iu Auchiuleck’s family, and because the 
rest of the meu iu the army were forbidden to bring their wives to 
Cairo, he left his own wife in India. When I crossed to India I met 
Lady Auchinleck in New Delhi, and it seemed to me — as indeed it 
seemed to her — that she should have been with her husband in Cairo. 
I can imagine the difference she would have made to that barracks. It 
was not only that she was an American, that she was many years 
younger than her husband, nor- even that these two were deeply 
attached to one another. Lady Aucliinleck had a vivacits’ which would 
have acted benignly ou that serious house in Cairo, and I think she 
would have brought a good deal of comfort and encouragement there 
when things were going wrong. 

As things were, Auchinleck was set upon his own course — alone. 
He enjoyed command. He had enough moral courage to accept any 
situation, and some of his biggest decisions, like the dismis.sal of 
General Cunningham at the moment when Rommel was breaking 
through, were taken on his own responsibility. Yet Auchinleck was 
for ever deputing his authority, aud kept believing that his commanders 
ill the field possessed the same foresight and rapidity of decision that 
he did. 

He believed that he could control the battle from Cairo, and that 
it was possible to galvanize his men with a stream .of advice and 
encouragement sent out from headquarters. In the light of the last 
two campaigns, it is apparent that the desert is not geAed to remote 
control. No admiral has succeeded in fighting a naval battle from a 
shore base. Things move too quickly on an open kont like the 
desert. It was not until after the fall of Tobruk in the midsummer of 
1942 that Auchinleck at last accepted, this fact and went down to the 
front to lake personal command. Rommel had been at the front the 
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whole time. Often he was in a tauk and directing his men “in clear” 
over the radio telephone. He was stopped onlj' when Anchinleck 
took tip a similar position on the opposite side of the line. 

It is only fair to saj' hero that Anchinleck had an amazing inn of 
bad hick with his generals. 'There had been in the desert since the 
outbreak of the war a number of young commanders of exceptional 
ability and toughness. One after another they were killed, usually in 
accidents, or captured tlirough some trifling unforeseeable reason. Air 
Marshal Bo 3 '’d and Lieutenant-General Carton de ^^Mart were shot down 
near Italy on the way out and captured. Lientenaut-Getieial O’Connor, 
a dynamic little Irishman, led that first fantastic march south of the 
Jebel Afcdar and annihilated the Italian Army at Beda Fomni. He was 
verj’’ nearly the ideal desert commander, but he took a wrong turning 
on the way back from Benghazi and was picked up by the Nazis with 
two other experienced British generals. 

There were two brigadiers, Russell and Gott, who were outstand- 
ing leaders in Wavell’s first campaign, and Gott through his brilliance 
and tenacity and personal courage w'as becoming a legend in the 
desert. Both were killed in aircraft. Tilly, another general, con- 
tracted pneumonia and died as soon as he reached the desert. Pope, 
an expert in armoured fighting, crashed in the same aircraft as 
Russell. Jock Campbell, a sort of Francis Drake ol the desert, the 
man with the greatest daring and enterprise on either side, died on the 
Solium escarpment when his car overturned. Young veterans like 
Coombes, O’Carroll and Garnioyle were killed or captured at critical 
moments in the fighting. Other irreplaceable men like Freyberg, 
Gatehouse, Briggs and Luinsden were wouuded by Stuka bombs or 
stray bullets when they were most needed. 

This total of nearly twenty commanders goes beyond mere coinci- 
dence or the normal fortunes of battle. The loss of O’Connor, Gott’ 
and Campbell alone was a far more serious disaster than the loss of 
Benghazi or even possibly ol Tobruk. When they and the others went, 
it meant that Anchinleck simply did not have the men to lead his 
troops in the desert. Even those who had failed — ^half a dozen or 
more — had been sent home or to other jobs, and could not be recalled. 

Plowever, during September 1941, most of these misfortunes lay 
ahead, and all we knew of Aucliinleck was that he was working with 
great ufgency and speed in G. H. Q. 

His personal appearance and address had made a great impres- 
sion, for he was a strikingly handsome man, looking at least ten years 
younger than his fifty-eight. Many senior officers went to his room 
with some misgiving, lor it was rumoured that a purge was about to 
start among the staff. They went in like lambs and came out like 
tigers. Auchinleck, they found, was a pleasant, amiable fellow, tie 
had friendly blue eyes, thick reddish bait, ■ a strong vigorous face 
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with the usual faint military moustache. Physically he was a flue sight, 
a tall distinguished officer who had uo affections. He wore the shorts 
and shirt which had uow been adopted right through the ranks. There 
was uo stufBuess about him. The new general was feeling his way 
carefnl]J^ The ptitge did not come until -later. 

I went down to the desert to see this new Eighth Army which 
Auchiuleek was creating. It urns nearly seven months since I had 
been in the desert and I cannot say I was very enthusiaslic about 
going back. The road down from Cairo to Alexandria rvas just the 
same except that there was more traffic ou it. \Vc turned left outside 
Alexandria and drove along the coast road as I had doite so often — 
past the fig plantations and the wonderful tnrqrroise sea at Alamein, 
where the snulight strikes the white seabed and is reflected back to 
the surface so that the water is full of dancing light and colour. Then 
over the bad bumpy part of the road that takes yorr into the supply 
base at Daba, where there always was and alurays will be a sandstorm. 
Daba had a restaurant uow with paper flowers ou the tables and bacon 
and fresh eggs on the menu. That was something qrrile new. After 
Daba we got into a trafiflc jam which was a wonderfully encouraging 
thing to see. It went on and on for many miles — ^tauks, heavy lorries 
and twenty-five-pouuder guns, staff cars, transporters and signal 
wagous, auti-tauk guns and anti-air-craft guns, travelUug workshops, 
water wagous, ammunition trucks aud still more tank.?. This proces- 
sion reached all the way to Cairo, two hundred miles away, but it had 
thickened here. Everything was moving forward to the front. 

Beside the road, at places like Fuka, I saw mans' squadrons of new 
aircraft, new tent cities, new dumps for petrol, spare parts, food and 
general stores. There w'ere a couple of new prisoners’ camps. Mauj' 
aircraft kept sweeping by overhead. That little piratical force Wavell 
had sent to Benghazi had become a great arnij^ The war cor- 
respondents’ old camp at Bagush I simply could not recognize. It was 
like coming into a hotel. An officer met ns, took our names, allotted 
us to tents — tents ^ we never had tents before — and our bedrolls were 
carried off for us. They said dinner would be ready in an hour, and if 
we did not want a swim we could go into the bar. This was the first 
time anyone had cooked a meal for us, and as for bars, those were the 

sort of things one talked about nostalgically and never saw. 

* 

There were enough new vehicles for everyone ; enough petrol, 
enough rations, enough maps. The only thing lacking was war. It 
was dead quiet at the front, a day’s run farther on. 

Russell Hill, Alaric Jacob of Reuters aud myself made up a party 
to run down to the desert oasis at Siwa. It was a journey of a day and 
a half, and in this late October weather the air was clean and sharp in 
the morning and the, evening, aud we slept under two blank^pts at night. ■ 
I still had the Italian mattress and waterproof sheet I had captured 
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in the last campaign, and in addition to these a hlite Italian canvas 
jacket which I had lined with a sheepskin Iiouglit in Teheran. 

It was mostly a joj' ride. For miles the surface of the desert was 
as unspoiled as a mountainside after a fresh fall of snow. Travelling 
at nearly forty miles an hour in our two Ford trucks, we just broke the 
crustj’- surface of the sand, and it was like travelling on a speedway. 
The shells of wdiite desert snails crunched under the lyres. Along 
the track, w'hich we avoided because of the dust, long lines of ten-ton 
lorries were coasting down to the oasis, and in the evening they some- 
times had the appearance of a convoy of .ships moving in line across 
the horizon. 

At Siwa the floor of the desert broke suddenly into steep-sided 
valleys and weird little plateaux studded with gravel and pink rock. 
We ran down below sea-level, past the new barbed-wire entanglements 
and the notice saying, “You are in a malarious area. Do not forget 
your precautions.” 

Siwa is the sort of place you see described iu the National 
Geographic Magasine. It is a long lozeuge-shaped depression, sprinkl- 
ed wiUi clumps of date-palms which bear, they say, the Guest dates in 
the world. Fresh crystal springs flow from the hot soil, and these, in 
ancient times, were locked in stone-sided pools full ol strange fish and 
malarial mosguitoes. 

There are a series of small mud villages, and since all are in ruins 
it is uot easy to distinguish which are inhabited and which are not. 
When your home collapses in Siwa, which is fairly often, you simply 
erect a new one on the ruins. This practice has been going on for some 
hundreds of years aud the result is a series of ramshackle skyscrapers 
and labyrinthine passages. The general effect is of a huge and 
dilapidated beehive. 

The Siwans themselves enjoy a lurid reputation for wickedness. 
Many ol the women who passed us wearing scarlet robes and their hair 
matted with grease practised Desbianism, we were told. This apparently 
had developed of late years as a retort to the men who had long since 
fallen into the vice of homosexuality. The war had accelerated this 
moral decline, and young girls were being offered for as little as two 
Egyptian pounds a head. 

Siwa was once an Egyptian army base and a number of concrete 
bungalows had been built to house the troops. In one of these we settled 
dowin among the mosquitoes for tlie night. We got a ration of one quinine 
pill each. In the morning an Italian three-motored reconnaissance 
machine came over low enough for us to wave at the pilot. The enemy 
were very suspicious of Siwa at this time, and machines were coming 
over almost daily to photograph those long lines of British transports 
travelling southward into the oasis. It was conceivable that when the 
British attack began, a large-scale flanking raovemont might strike 
northward *ftoni this point or from the more westward oasis of.Jarabub. 

We swam in the rock pools and clambered over the temple of 
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Amiiion Ra which was supposed to have been visited by Alexander 
the Great. Then we struck out along the uneven floor of the valley 
toward Jarabiib. 

Jarabub is the spiritual home of the Semissi tribe, and its claim to 
a place on the map is based on a watcrhole and a mosiiue. You reach 
it by crossing the tail-end of Mussolini’s famous fence which divides 
Egypt from Libya. The fence is some four hundred miles long on a 
north-south line, and its ten-foot thickness is made up of tangled barbed 
wire and steel stakes bedded in concrete, a notable and useless en- 
gineering achievement. At Jarabub llie shifting sand has silted up 
the fence and yon drive straight over the lop of it. To the south the 
sand Sea sprawls majestically. Its immense dunes flow for Imndreds of 
miles like the endless swell of a tropical ocean, and in the evening the 
sand turns to vivid pinks and purples. It is possible in a light car to 
travel across that awful waste, but in Arab legend it is a place of 
mystery and disaster. Certainly no heavy armoured vehicles conid 
get through, and so the war stopped at the edge of the sand sea. 

Even here on the northern shore near Jarabub we stuck for liours 
in the heavy sand. In Jarabub itself we found nothing happening — just 
the steads' preparation for battle, the troops digging into rock caves in 
the wild and ragged cliffs, the armoured cars going out each day on 
patrol into Libs'a. 

At Melfa, close by, we found a wide lake of sparkling water too salt 
to drink but fresh and cool for swimming. The flies su'armed in 
billions. We turned alowlj' back to the coast. In the early evening 
we stopped and camped in the open, beside the trucks. In the morn- 
ing we took our compass bearing again and drove on through einplj' 
and featureless desert, sometimes passing the derelicts of earlier 
skirmishes, sometimes sighting convoys in the distance. Over many 
hundreds of miles the desert was quiet and undisturbed. Sometimes 
we saw gazelle, which do not drink but simply snek the dew and 
moisture from chance shrubs. Sometimes birds passed overhead, part 
of those great migratory flocks that swing back and forth across Africa 
with the seasons. Once I caught sight of a desert rat, the jerboa, one 
of the tribe which preys upon the occasional birds that weaken in their 
long flight and fall in helpless exhaustion to the sand. A rpund and 
lovelj', moon began to come in, and our little party -■ would sit talking 
by its light. All around was perfect, unbroken silence. We felt so 
secure in that endless space that we posted no sentries at night to 
guard against the approach of German patrols. The enemy seemed 
very distant, and the fact that their patrols did occasionally come 
exploring only added a sense of mild excitement to the other sen- 
sations of remoteness, of quiet and of deep peace. 

It was the last lime I was to see the desert at peace for nearls' a 
year. The old days of small piratical raids had gone. The desert was 
filling up with thousands upon thousands of armed men. Two great 
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armies, as mobile and heavily armed as any in Russia, la 3 ' camped within 
half a day’s distance of one another. As more and more gitns and tanks 
were pressed in to the desert, the das's of peace were running out rapidly. 
The new battle when it came would no longer be a border skirmish 
but a full-scale lest of strength between the Germans and the British. 

Tittle bj' little, as I moved around the desert, I began to piece 
together the dispositions of both armies and weigh the chances of 
success. On our side General Sir Alan Cunningham, who had done 
so w'ell in Ethiopia against the Italians, had two army corps of roughly 
three divisions each. In the extreme north opposite Solium and Sidi 
Omar lay the Indians and the New Zealanders, and they had a division 
of South Africans in reserve. lu the centre were three newly equipped 
British armoured brigades with supporting artillery. In the south, the 
line was held by another division of South Africans and more Indians — 
these last based on Jarabub. In addition there were about tw'enty 
thousand British and Polish troops in Tobruk with something up to 
one hundred infantry tanks. 

lu all, Cunningham could call upon about one hundred thousand 
men, eight hundred tanks and nearly one thousand aircraft of all kinds. 

Rommel had somewhat more men. Spaced mostly around Tobruk 
were the following Italian divisions — Brescia, Trento, Trieste, Pavia 
and Bologna. These were infantry, some of them motorised. The 90th 
Tight German Infantry with more Italians held the frontier bases, 
Bardia, Solium, Halfaya Pass, as well as positions round Tobruk. The 
Axis armour consisted of the German 2lst Panzer Division under the 
command of Major-General Raveustein, the 15th Panzer Division under 
Major-General Neumann-Silkow, and the Italian Ariete Division. In 
all Rommel could count about one hundred and twenty thousand men, 
four hundred tanks and somewhat fewer aircraft than we had. 

Both commanders were planning to attack about the same time. 
Rommel proposed to bring the main weight of his armour and guns 
upon the south-eastern sector of Tobruk perimeter and take the 
garrison by assault. On the border he proposed to do nothing more 
than hold for the time being. 

Cunningham planned to contain the enemy garrison on the border 
by running a horseshoe formation round it — the Indians to hold the 
eastern arm, the N’ew Zealanders to hold the western arm. The British 
armour, supported by the South Africans, was to go through the wire 
fence at Fort Maddalena in the centre and hunt for the enemy armour. 
They were to force the Axis tanks to fight by running a cordon round 
them — a cordon reaching from Maddalena to the outskirts of Tobruk. 
While the tanks were engaged, the Tobruk garrison was to sally out in 
the south-east as far as El Duda and there link hands with the New 
Zealanders coming along the coast road through Gambut, In the far 
south the Indians were to make a diversion by sending out an expedi- 
tion to the desert post of Jalo south-east of Benghazi. Once the German 
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armour was (lestro 5 'ed — auil this was paramoiiut — the whole army was 
to sweep ou to Benghazi and beyond to Tripoli il possible. 

The British were to attack on the morning of November ISth. The 
Germans proposed to start their assault of Tobruk about November 
23rd. Neither side was quite sure of the other’s plans, though each 
had a prett}’ shrewd idea. We would not have attacked ou the ISth if 
we had known definitely that Rommel proposed his Tobruk adventure 
tor a few days later. It would have been pleasant to have allowed 
Rommel to get his main lorces stuck into Tobruk and then to have 
taken him in the rear. On Rommel’s side, il is evident that had he 
known of our zero hour he would have shelved his Tobruk attack aud 
disposed his forces differentls’. 


4 

November in Attack 


QENKRATv sir AEAN CUNNINGHAM, the luother of the admiral, 
and at that time in conmiaud of the British Forces in the desert, 
called the war correspondents into his concrete dugoul at Bagush on 
the night of November 16th. He was a blue-ej'ed, ruddy-coiuplexioued 
man with a soft voice, and he smiled a good deal. He looked more 
like a successful business man than a general even when he said to 
us, “I am going to sHtack the day after to-morrow. . . everything depends 
oil how the battle goes.” 

We trooped up aud out into cloudy night. There were no stars • 
and Matt , Halton and I stood still for a moment to accustom our eyes 
to the darkness. Then we began to move , slowly across the sand- 
dunes to our camp. We were too preoccupied to talk mucli or u'atch 
where we were going. Out in front of us a hundred thousand men lay 
camped in the sand, British, Germans aud Italians, and others like the 
Poles who had drifted into this arena by the haphazard course of war. 
No shot was fired. All around us men were asleep. The sea moved 
easily and quietly along the beach. The one irresistible thought that 
filled my mind was that within thirty-six hours all these placid, sleep- 
ing men were going to rise up and start killing one another. Nothing 
could, stop the battle tatang place. All the’ orders were given, the 
guns placed, the tanks grouped aud ready, and the empty ^ds 
standing row on row in the field hospitals. It seemed a calcitlated 
cruelty. The iuevilability of the battle was the hardest tiling to accept. 
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I kept perversels’ remembering one night nearly two years beiore 
when I had stood hour after hour on the cobblestones outside the 
prison in Versailles waiting for the murderer Weidiiiaun to be beheaded. 
Tliej' had erected the guillotine, tested it, roped off the crowd, backed 
the hearse inlo the square and then with the utmost punctuality they 
had brought Weidmauu out at dawn and cut off his head. Now it was 
not one man but a hundred thousand. 

I began to saj’ something about these morbid ideas to Matt and we 
fell into argument. PTe saw the colour and the movemenl of the battle. 
Ill the end we agreed that tlie inevitability of a catastrophe — tlie actual 
knowing of the zero hour — was the hardest thing' to take. It was easier 
to be lelt in doubt. 

By this time we were hopelessly lost and we roaineil about for an 
hour by the sea liefore we reached our camp where the others were 
finishing off the last of the beer. There was an air of nervous ex- 
citement as we marked our maps and made our plans to move tip to the 
front at dawfi. 

It took us all next day. We ran down the good coast road beyond 
Mersa Matruh and then turned deep into the open desert down the 
Siwa track. Clifford, Richard Busviue of the Chicago 7'nbxine^ a little 
Scots conducting ofEcer and myself rode ahead in a Humber staff car. 
Our two trucks filled with beddiug, water, petrol and provisions 
followed on behind. 

It rained in squalls of bitter sleet that night. I/ike artillery, the 
lightning came rushing from the Mediterranean and, as we lay awake 
and watching in the open, the water seeped through bedding, blankets, 
ground-sheets — everything. Men crouched against the sides of tanks 
and guns in the futile straggle to keep dry. The iulauli'y sat numbly 
in their trucks with their greatcoat collars turned up over their ears. No 
aircraft could take off from the sodden sticky sand. It was a cold, 
miserable aud disheartening start for the battle. Bedraggled and wet, 
we trailed on in the wake of the soldiers. Every track we took was 
the wrong one. Somehow the great lumbering Eighth Army had got 
itself into motion, and there were hundreds upon hundreds of vehicles 
all bumping across the sand in different directions. The general trend 
was west into Libya, but no one seemed to have a clear idea of what 
was happening or where we were going. Sometimes for hours we 
coasted along with South African supply convoys, aud then, giving 
that up, we turned aside to chase a few stray guns on the move or 
paused miserably to brew a cup of tea aud make some new plan for 
getting where we wanted to go — the frontwhere the tanks were in battle. 

Still that night we had seen no action and we camped a few miles 
east of the frontier wire neat Fort Maddalena, A cold fierce -wind had 
succeeded the storm. In the uiotning it was better. We passed the 
riiius of Fort Maddalena in the early sunshine, and the sky now was 
full of British fighters and bombers passing on to the front. A great , 
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part of the southern part of the arnij- had swept through this 
break in the wire at Xladdaleiia, and now we began to catch up with it. 
There were remarkable mirages in the desert that day. At times you 
could see on the horixou a towered citj- that floated on a lake and irn- 
dulated as you watched like a stage blackcloth hlowu in the wiiul. 
►Small bushes looked in the distance like great trees, and each truck 
was a twn-stnried house passing through the dust. Often we saw' 
groups ot castles on the horizon. As we approached, these turned to 
ball leships and then at last from a mile away they resolved into the 
solid shapes of tanks. We were, getting up among the fighting lfoi',ps 
at last. Hut still no one could direct ns to Corps hcadriuaiters, and 
when we did find the localbii it was loo late — Corps had moved on. 
Again in the evening w'lien we were tired and angry and had seen 
nothing, w’e w'erc still embroiled in the endless and meaningless 
cavalcade of lorries. Once a stranded tank crew' had prevented us 
from driving straight into the Italian lines. We had heard firing then, 
and there was talk of forty Italian tanks having been knocked ont. but 
w'e could get uothing definite. 

Unknown to ns, mucli of the army was in the same coudition as 
oiirselves. The tanks, gnus and lorries had poured helter-skelter into 
Libya and at first no enemy was to be found anywhere. There was a 
very good reason for this. Rommel, incredible as it may sound, had 
been taken by surprise. He w’as far behind the front when scouts 
came rushing to his headquarters with the news that the British Army 
was on the move and that it was no “reconnaissance in force" but a 
full-scale offensive. Hurriedly Rommel had called off the Tobruk afiair 
and, with that sure instinct of his for organization, had begun bunching 
his tanks together, A large body of these German tanks now came 
scouring down the border fence to test the strength of the invaders. 

By this time Cunningham had succeeded in Ia3'iug his various 
layers round the Axis Forces. The Indians were entrenched with 
their mine-fields east of Solium and had approached Sidi Omar farther 
to the south on the frontier. The New Zealanders had rounded the 
German Frontier positions and were making up toward Solium, inside 
the German lines. The three British armoured brigades, a band of 
n soft layers of infantry, had strung themselves in a 

shallow arc from Maddalena to the outskirts of Tobruk, and south of 
them the sprawling mass of the South African division lay in support. 

moves were also in operation — the garrison 
at Tobruk had begun to sally out toward El Duda, there to await the 
arrival of the New Zealanders coming along the coast; and the diver- 
aonary column from Jarabub had set ont on its long forced march to 
Jalo, south of Benghazi. 

, The whole British plan seemed to be based on the assumption 
;«f! j ® surrounded would be forced to fight from 

mstae while their dumps and lines of communication lay outside. 
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Btit 3 'Oii cannot isolate a force in the desert. tVe^ were committed to 
the polici' of getting behind the enemy and forcing him to battle. It 
was like penning a savage bull in a hencoop. 

Although we outnumbered the enemy in tanks and guns, the 
forces were far too small to surround him. In the attempt to carry out 
the nianceuvre that ancient and fatal error of desert warfare was com- 
mitted on a mammoth scale — the three British tank brigades were 
divided. The first of these, the 4th Brigade, under Gatehouse, consist- 
ing of the fast light American tanks, sla 5 'ed in the east. The newly 
arrived 22nd Brigade, with its Valentines, was placed in the centre in 



the direction of Bir Gobi, and the 7th, with the support group under 
Brigadier Jock Campbell, was sent up to Sidi Rezegh on the outskirts 
of Tobruk. There we were — like a pack of wolves sitting round a 
lion waiting for the kill. 

These forty-eight hours must have been a time of puzzlement for 
Rommel. Overnight he suddenly found the desert — ^his bit of desert — 
overrun for hundreds of miles. Now cautionsb’^ he had moved bis 
tanks southward near the border to see what it was all about. Late in 
the afternoon of the second day they bumped into Gatehouse and his 
American Honey tanks, and by the merest luck I saw the action from 
'' di®1''nr>p. 
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ily parts’ blundered into the British armoured division head- 
tjuarters and the first officer I saw there was the welcome figure of 
Colonel Bonner tellers, the United States military attache. 

Bonner Fellers was often in the desert. He liked to gather his 
facts at first hand. In the Wavell campaign we used to see him buzz- 
ing round from place to place in an ordinary civilian saloon car. And 
now here he was again looking ciuizzically across to the east where 
(luick heavy gunfire bad suddenly broken the quietness of the 
afternoon. 

I called across to him, “What's happening?” He just had time to 
answer, “Damned if I know,” when we had to duck for shelter as two 
Messerschmitts came over ground-strafing. Then, clatnbering ou top 
of our tracks, we saw the opening of the strange confused battle that 
began on the evening light of November l9th and finished in almost 
the same spot some eight or nine days later. 

Dart rainclouds were pressed solidly on to the eastern horizon. 
Against this backcloth a line of grey shell-bursts flared up, and soon 
there w'ere so many of them that a series of twenty or more were liang- 
iug together on the skyline. As the battle joined more closely these 
bursts grew together aud made a continuous curtain of dust and smoke 
and blown saud, This was the battle of the guns reaching its climax — 
German guns on our tanks, our guns on the Germans ; the range 
perhaps^ five thousand yards. Then came the tanks. 

What a moment it was. These fight Honeys with their Iwo-ponnder 
.17-millimetre gun, their ugly box-shaped turrets, their little waving 
pennants, had never seen the battle before. They had come .straight 
from the steel mills of America to the desert, and now for the first 
time we were going to see if they were good or bad or just more tanks. 

Gatehouse, with his heavy head, his big hooked nose, aud his 
deep-set eyes, sat ou his tank watching the. battle, estimating the 
strength of the enemy, the position of the sun, the slope of the ground. 
Then he lifted up his radio mouthpiece and gave his order. At his 
command the Honeys did something that tanks don't do in the desert 
any more. They charged. It was novel, reckless, unexpected, impetu- 
ous and terrific. They charged straight into the citrtain of dust and 
fire that hid the German tanks and guns. They charged at speeds of 
nearly forty miles an hour and some of them came right out the other 
side of the Gerraau lines. Then they turned and charged straight 
back again. They passed the German Mark IVs and Mark Ills at a 
few hundred yards, near enough to see the white German crosses, 
near enough to fire at point-blank range and see their shell hit and 
explode. 

1 saw nothing of all this in fighting. I doubt if anyone saw it at 
alldearly.^ Dusti Smoke, burning oil, exploding shell and debris 
filled the air. From a distance it was merely noise and confusion. 
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Fires on the battlefield delayed the early winter night a little. But 
by six o’clock it was too dark to see auj' more and one alter another 
the guns hiccoughed into silence. Both sides drew off. 

Through the sharp cold of the night the Nari recovery units crept 
forward on to the battlefield and they w'eTe not uukiud to out wmuuded 
lying there. They handed hot drinks to the men who lay helpless 
beside the smoking wrecks of their tanks and threw blankets over 
some of those who would otherwise have died of exposure before morn- 
ing. Working at speed, they hitched up the partly damaged vehicles, 
both British and German, and dragged them off to repair shops. They 
seized on all the food and clothing left about in the m&lee of battle and 
bore it off. 

A few miles away my little party had gone into a protective 
leaguer for the night. In the last light we had cooked and eaten our 
bnllj'-beef stew. The '‘soft” vehicles — those that had no armour — had 
lain dispersed about the desert all day to minimize the danger of air 
attack. Now we drove these together into a compact group for the night, 
and a ring of tanks and armoured cars lay about us ou guard against 
surprise attacks in the darkness. But neither side reopened the fight- 
ing through the night, and 1 was woken half an hour before dawn by 
a burst of Breu-gun fire. This was the signal for the leaguer to disperse 
again and drive ou to a new stretch of desert lest onr position had 
been plotted by reconnaissance aircraft the day before. 

As we came to rest in our new base the darkness began to weaken 
uuder the red glow of the coming sun. Visibility extended tirsl a few 
yards, then a hundred, then two hundred, and the formless silhouettes 
of a lew hours before resolved into tanks and trucks and guns. A few 
miles off the battle begau again at the point where it was broken off 
the night before. Gunners aud tank crews, straining their eyes through 
the mist, now suddenly caught sight df the enemy again and put their 
gloved hands to the frozen metal of the guns. At Some places 
Germans aud British had lain right alongside one another through the 
night and the men opened up, with machine-gun fire as they scrambled 
for cover. Then fpr a brief hour the firing ran in bursts along the 
eastern horizon, and once again the men on the tank radio link conld 
hear the tank commanders shouting, at one another in the thick of the 
battle — “There they come, Bill . . . half right, two thousand yards, six 
of ’em . . . right, let them have it, ■ the bastards . . . Christ, that was a 
beauty!" Scarcely before the sun was over the horizon the Nazis drew 
off, and turning west avoided further engagement. 

All this time — through the engagement the previous night, during 
the night itself, and now again this morning — the battle arena had been 
cut off from the rest of the world. No one at headquarters had any 
clear knowledge yet of how our experimeni had gone forward or of 
how the Honev had behaved in its first encounter. 
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Bm now some of the crews, yotiug English bos'S, began coming 
hack, and they had remarkable information. It seemed that the 
German tanks with their lieavj- fifty and seventy-five-millimetre gnus 
had opened up an effective barrage at ranges of up to fifteen hundred 
yards. At this distance the Houes's’ two-pounder was quite unable to 
reply, and Gatehouse had accordingly ordered his men to charge for- 
ward until they were within shooting distance— about eight hundred 
yards. To cover that tenibla seven or eight hundred yards under 
continuous fire, the Honeys had zigzagged back and forth across the 
sand and to some e.vt-eiil had thrown the German gunners off. The 
great spaed of the American tank liad helped, and once they had got 
well up to the Germaus they had done great execution. But some 
thirty of our tanks had been lost in the process of getting into battle- 
some of them bad not even had a chance of firing a shot. The German 
losses were unknown because so many of their tanks had been 
salvaged in the night. 

This first day of battle then had revealed the two grave disadvan- 
tages which were to handicap the British for the whole of this campaign 
and for many months to come. It was known on this first morning 
that all our tanks were out-gunned, and that however many vehicles 
the Germans lost thes' were going to get a far _ greater number back 
into action than we could because of their efficient recovery system. 
Their huge tracked and wheeled tank-transporters were actually going 
into battle with the tanka themselves. Even while the fighting was 
still oil, the men in the transporters were prepared to dash into the 
battle, hook on to damaged vehicles and drag them out to a point where 
they could start repairs right away. 

Rommel, on his side, was finding out that he was up against a 
very much more numerous' enemy than he had reckoned with. He 
had broken off his engagement with the American tanks in order to 
regroup nearer to his main forces about Tobruk. But as he went west 
and north he continued to bump into British armour. In the south- 
west at Eir Gobi, the Italian Ariete Tank Division had had a bntsh with 
the British 22nd Armoured Brigade and also been forced to withdraw. 
These Italian tanks now began to slide along the southern side of the 
British armoured line trying to find a weak spot while the Germans 
were doing exactly the same thing in the inside of the British ring. 
And so both German and Italian tanks fetched up together at the 
north-western extremity of the line at Sidi Rezegh just below Tobruk. 
Rezegh airfield had been surprised and won b 3 ' Campbell’s support 
group and the 7th Armoured Brigade the day before. 

^ Rommel now decided to fling the bulk of his armour on to the 
British at Rezegh aud so force a gap out to the west. Rezegh became 
the decisive battlefield of the campaign. All day the 7th withstood the 
full weight of the Panzer Divisions while they waited for the other two 
, British Armoured Brigades to come to'their assistance. 
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General Gott himself was at Rezegli and I saw one of his messages 
come into divisional headciuarters in the late afternoon. Il said: “We 
are all right, but we would like to know when the other luigadesare 
arriving.” Goll had begun the action on Rezegh with over one hundred 
tanks. By the end of the da 3 >', when help at last arrived, he had barely 
a dozen serviceable vehicles left. 

Both the 4th and 22nd Brigades were late in arriving — the 4th 
because it had delaj’ed to attack a large soft convos* of German loriies, 
the 22nd because it was a new brigade sent far too hastily into the 
desert and some of Us elements got temporarilj' lost. There were 
already large numbers of inexperienced British troops wandering about 
the desert uncertain of their direction. 

So now the battle of annihilation on Sidi Rezegh began. I drove 
with Rdward Ward of the B. B. C, and one or two others into that spit 
of flat laud we were holding just above the Tobruk escarpment. It was 
ringed with fire. In the east the Germans were counter-attacking the 
airfield and Jock Campbell was like a man berserk. He led his tanks 
into action riding in an open unarmoured staff car, and as he stood 
there, hanging on to its windscreen, a huge well-built man with the 
English officer’s stiff good looks, lie shouted. “There they come. Bet 
them have it.” ■ When the car began to fall behind, he leaped on to the 
side of a tank as it went forward and directed the battle from there. He 
turned aside through the enemy barrage to his own twenty-five- 
pounder guns and urged the men on to faster loading and quicker 
firing. He shouted to his gunners, “How are you doing ?” and was 
answered, “Doing our best, sir.” He shouted back, grinning, “Not 
good enough.” 

They say Campbell won the V. C. half a dozen times that day. 
The men loved this Elizabethan figure. He was the reality of all the 
pirate yarns and the tales of high adventure, and in the extremes of 
fear aud courage of the battle he had only courage. He went laughing 
into the fighting. 

iProm El Adeni in the north and the rocks of Tobruk escarpment 
the enemy was attacking too. I saw his guns ranging on our forward 
tanks in the north and the 3 ' stood like kuockovers in the shooting 
gallery of a country fair. Take an endless chain of artificial ducks, 
British vehicles passed across the horizon, and every now and then 
a shell burst, belching black smoke, would fall among them. 

Then in the third sector, around to the west, mbre enemy were ’ 
pushing forward . As the , darkness came in "Very lights spurted up 
from evers' direction. These were the signals of the Germans showing 
where their lorward troops were closing in. We had at this time just 
this narrow promontory of territory reaching up from the southern 
desert toward Tobruk— the Britisharmour inthe end of the promontory 
at Re:<egh and the mass of Senttb African infantry forming the stalk 
mid has<“. 
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Till.- airfield fell, and as in.v part.v struggled bad: in the mud and 
darkness I saw the enctin-'s Yerj- lights creeping rapidly arotmd ns. 
Thev rose, a Series of reds, greens and yellows, to the east, north and 
west and then ti'.ey began to dose in on the sontli. That meant we 
were srir.ounded ... at least temporal ily. On this night the firing 
did not Cease, and the broken burning tanks glowed fitfully and 
grotesiiirely aeros.s the damp sand of the desert. 

In the morning we left Ward behind and made a bolt southward 
to reach rear headnuarters. Kven as we bumped along the uneven 
track German armoured cars came in again from tlie west and east 
driving in front of them, lihe stampeding cattle, hundreds of British 
lorries, ambulances and supph' wagons. 

At divisional headqiiarteis we had to pack and run quickly, aud 
We went back to Corps to write our messages aud spend one quiet 
night out of the battle. 

I was strolling in the sun at Corps and the others of my party 
were lazily washing in the open when the enemy break-through came. 
We were in a slight lioUow lightly studded with camel thorn and salt- 
bush — ^jiist fifty or sixty vehicles dispersed about with a few armoured 
cars to protect us. Into this hollow about a hundred British trucks 
suddenly burst in a whirl of dust. We looked up wondering. Some 
convoy perhaps v,’ith urgent supplies? Then from another direction 
several hundred more vehicles, tanks among them, came flying pell- 
mell across the desert, racing past mtr slaiionary vehicles without 
stopping and covering ns in great billows of fine sand. 

This was no organized convoy. The others got the idea at the 
same time as I did. As I raced back toward our trucks Clifford and 
Biisvinc were already flinging the bedding, the cooking pots and our 
clothes into the back of the trucks. Everj''one wms packing at 
speed.' The big three armoured vehicles which housed the IiUelligeucc, 
Operational aud Signalling staffs were being warmed up. Oue of our 
officers, shaving soap on his face, came over when he saw us packing, 
and enquired with all the confidence of ignorance, "What’s the flap ? 
Ops will tell us if we have to get out.” 

"Take a look at Ops,” said Clifford briefly. The Ops crew was fling- 
ing aboard beds, maps, cases of food and everything they possessed. 

Another great swarm of vehicles rushed through the camp aud now 
shells began to fail among them. It had been a bright early morning, 
but now the churned-rtp dust had blotted out the sun and visibility 
became reduced to two hundred yards or less. In this seiiii-darkuess 
and confusion thousands' of vehicles got hopelessly mixed so that men 
and vehicles of entirely different, units travelled along together, aud 
shice niauy bf the drivers had no orders they simply rushed ahead 
following anyone who would lead them. 

My party stuck to the Signals vehicle, but unknown to us the vouup' 
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officer insirte liad jammed his hand in the door and was semi-unconsci- 
ons. His driver simply went on as hard as he could in the direction 
away from the firing which was south-east and we followed blindly. 
Twice we stopped and w’hile men ran from one vehicle to another ask- 
ing for oiders and lr3*ing to find out what was amiss, more shells came 
over the horizon. We were being followed — and fast. So the hue and 
cry went on again. Occasionallj- vehicles around us ran on to mines 
or were hit by shells or were simplj' fired bj’' their bewildered drivers 
who believed the enemy to be upon them. Once when we paused on 
a rise — an odd collection of tanks, cars, lorries, light guns and command 
vehicles — a siiuadron of British aircraft came toward us fljdng low. 
Everyone ran to their places and the stampede began again. 

All day for nine hours we ran. It was the contagion of bewilder- 
ment and fear and ignorance. Rumour spread at every halt, no man 
had orders. Everyone had some theory and no one any plan beyond 
the frantic desire to reach his unit. We were just a few hangers-on of 
the battle, the ones who were most likely to panic because we had 
become separated from out officers and had no definite job to do. 
I came to understand something of the meaning of panic in this long 
nervoirs drive. It was the unknown we were tunning away from, the 
unknow’u in ourselves aud lu the enemy. We did not know who was 
pursuing us or how many or how long they would be able to keep up 
the pursuit aud whether or not they would outstrip us in the end. lu 
ourselves we did not know what to do. Had there been someone 
in authority to say "Stand here. Do this and that” — then half our fear 
would have vanished. So I began to realize, sitting there in the sway- 
ing car, how important the thousand dreary routine things in the army 
are. The drill, the saluting, the uniform, the verj"^ badges on your 
arm all tend to identify you rvith a solid machine aud build up a feeling 
of securits’ and order. In the moment of danger the soldier turns to 
his mechanical habits and draws strength from them. 

On the battlefield the individual vanishes. Men turn with absolute 
trust to one another; tliej' need one another as they seldom do in the 
even time of peace. The leader should be the product and best ex- 
pression of the system; not all individual experimentalist. The 
system should be flexible and inspired enough to throw up the best men 
into leadership so that when the leader comes to take a daring decision 
it w’ill be just the decision all his men would have taken. And this 
must be still more true of guerrilla fighting and the partisans of Russia, 
even though the trappings of the military machine aretiiissing there. ■ 

These matters, I suppose, should have been obvious enough, but 
I persouallj’- only began to see them clearly during this ignominious 
retreat back into Egypt. I wanted badly to receive orders. ■ And so, 
I think, did the others. 

It was a crestfallen and humiliated little vroup of men that finally 
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ielt its wav iowavtls the froulier whe fence as dusk fell. We found a 
gap in the' wire and as we plunged through it with a feeling of relief- 
even a fence hetweeu us and the unknown pursuer was something— a 
British major came up in a truck and began to organize us and knock 
some sense in r.s. We stopped and grouped the vehicles in three 
close-packed lines for the night. Lights and gunfire were still showing 
a few miles to the north and men came forward to act as sentries. 
Food, water and petrol were portioned out. Cigarettes were forbidden. 
Once or twice through the night we heard tanks— ours or the eneinj^’s 
— rumble past, hut’ when the morning came, gTe 3 ' and damp, the 
desert was clear. So we rode on into our ow’u rear lines. 

The War Correspondents’ base camp was at Cunningham’s head- 
quarters and we were the last party to get in. Our colonel, Philip- 
Astley, was waiting for us aiunously. We could give him no news of 
Eddie Ward or Harold Denny of the York Times or Godfrey 
Anderson of the Associated Press, or half a dozen South Africau corres- 
pondents. Later we heard they had been overrun the night before 
and w'ere last seen standing in the pri-soners’ lines being searched by 
Hazis. 

Two others had run their truck on to a mine, a third had been lost 
at sea, one or two more w'ere simply missing. The correspondents 
had taken a bad beating and the loss of Eddie, with whom w'e had so 
often gone campaigning, was more than an ordinary distress to Clifford, 
Busvine and mi’-self. 

We shaved, washed, ale breakfast and slept, and presently began 
to sort things out a little more coherently. It liad been a bad reverse 
for the Eighth Army but not nearly so had as we had imagined. While 
the tanks were still locked in this bloodiest of all battles in the desert 
Rommel had decided upon a gamble that had the elements of genius 
and the wildest possible folly. He had detached a part of his tanks 
and armoured cars and flung them straight across the desert through 
the British lines of communication. A tank among unarmed lorries is 
like a shark among mackerel. In a spectacular night attack, the German 
panzers had almost entirely ovetwhelmed the 5th South Africau 
Brigade and then they had plunged straight into Egypt and attempted 
to rejoin their infantry forces left on the frontier. British soft transports 
had scattered before them and confusion more deadly than shellfire 
spread everywhere. And now' lost groups of men roamed aboirt, 
passing and repassing through the enemy lines. Convoys of vehicles 
were scattered over 100 miles of desert, not kuow'iug where logo. 
Batteries of guns and groups of tanks were left stranded in the empty 
desert. Men who believed they were holding the end of a continuous 
salient suddenly found the enemy bdiind them. And north of them 
and south of them and all round them. Then the enemy in turn would 
seek to carry ofi his booty and prisoners only to find that his own base 
bad vanished and that he was in the midst of a strong British formation. 
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Prisoners became gaolers. Men were captured au<J escaped three or 
tour times. Half a dozen isolated engagements were going on. Field 
dressing stations and hospitals were lating in British and German and 
Italian wounded impartially, and as the battle flowed back and forth 
the hospitals would sometimes be under British command, sometimes 
under Gfci man. Both sides were nsiug each others’ captured guns, 
tanks and vehicles and absurd iiicident.s were taking place. A British 
truck driven by a German and full of British prisoners ran up to an 
Italian hjrry. Out jumped a platoon of ilew Zeaiatiders and rescued 
our men. Vehicles full of Germans were joining Biiti.sli convoys by 
mistake — and escaping before they were noticed. Generals themselves 
Were taking prisoners and corporals and brigadiers were manning 
machine-guns together. On the map the dispo.silious of the enemy and 
ourselves looked like an eight decker rainbow cake, and as more and 
more confdsed information came in, intelligence officers threw’ down 
their pencils in disgust, unable to plot the battle any further. 

It seemed indeed that Rommel had achieved a master-stroke. 
Cunuiugbam had little hesitation iu pointing ont that the wisest course 
was to retire his army out of Libya to re-group. Most of his lauks 
appeared to be lost. He was out of touch with a great part of his 
army. The New Zealanders had succeeded in making contact with 
the Tobruk garrison at El Duda but only for a few hours. The Germans 
had surged forward, broken the bridgehead, and now Tobruk w'as 
again a besieged fortress with barely iorly-eigUt hours of tweniy-iive- 
portuder ammuuition left. Of the two British Corps headiiuarters, oue, 
the 13th, had bolted into Tobruk and was besieged there and the other, 
the 30th, was split up and out of touch. Among the South Africans 
alone we appeared to have lost an entire brigade — more than two 
thousand men. 

At this grim moment Auchinleck exhibited a touch of brilliance 
and moral courage that was the high-water mark of his career. He 
flew to the desert and opposed a final and absolute ‘‘no” to the proposal 
for retreat. He refused to acknowledge that Rommel’s spectacular 
break-through had disorganized the Eighth Army. He argued vehe- 
mently that it was only a matter of sticking to what positions we still 
held and that the enemy must break and give way. He said finally 
that in order to maintain our stand the last man, the last gun and the 
last tank in the Eighth Army would be sacrificed. The Eighth Army 
would go through or never come back. 

In this hour of great crisis Auchinleck cast aboirt for any expedient 
that would delay the enemy until we could return to organized attack. 
He found it iu the Jock Column. Brigadier Jock Campbell had previ- 
ously spent some time in the desert organizing small fighting patrols. 
Each wras just a handful of vehicles— perhaps a troop of armoured cars, 
two or three troops of guns and a. company of lorried infantry. They 
were provisioned for a few davs or a w^ek or more and the command 
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baudecl over to a young lieutenant who knew the desert. Each com- 
tnander's order.s were simply these — “Get out aud behind the enemy. 
Attack anything you see.” It was an order that had a peculiar attrac- 
tion to a certain type of young Englishman. The elenieuts of the 
Drake and Raleigh tradition were in it. Piracy on the high sauds. 
Where the British Army still bungled hopelessly in massed fighting, 
there were still the individuals who fought brilliantly in small guerrilla 
groups, who had the inspiration of feeling free and the taste for quick 
and daring niovenienl. 

So the partisans of the de.sert were born. As fast as tlie5' could be 
put together Anchiitleck rushed them out into the desert. Within a few 
days he had twenty or more groups behind the enemy hues, btiniiug, 
looting, shooting, cutting iu aud running away, laying ambushes in the 
wadis, diverting enemy tanks, breaking signal wires, laying false 
trails, breaking up convoys, raiding airfields, getting information. It 
was a rnake-shift while the Eighth Army worked desperately to 
reorganize itself, but it began taking immediate and heavs' effect. 

Returning to Cairo Aucliinleck drove to his house ou Gezira and 
late at night wrote the letter to Cunningham which removed him from 
his command. There was no time to consult Churchill or the War 
Cabinet. Aucliinleck himself had to take the decision to depose the 
man he had sent for so hopefully only a few months before. The letter 
was handed to Major-General Neil Ritchie, Auchiiileck’s deputy chief- 
of-sfaff and Ritchie flew down to the desert the following morning to 
take command. 

Already now in the last days of November the situation w'as 
righting itself slowly — righting itself for the. last gieat onslaught of 
Sidi Rezegh. It had turned out that the fighting troops at the front had 
not beeu shaken nearly so much as the soft transport behind by 
Ronimel’s break-through. The break-through itself had petered out 
to nothing after the first wild dash — the enemy tanks had come within 
five miles of our main dump and missed it altogether. They had not 
touched our railhead. General Golt and all the troops north of the 
break-through had simply driven northward aud carried on the battle 
from the coastal area. The Indians were successfully attacking Sidi 
Omar in the centre. The Germans aud Italians bottled up in Halfaya, 
Bardia and Solium were trying to send out some of tbeir men but 
ineffectively. The New Zealanders under Freyberg, the finest infantry 
division in the Middle East, were still defending the coastal ridge aboitt 
Ganibut. Tobruk still held. Mote tanks were coming up and the broken 
loose ends of the army in the central desert were being brought together. 
In the far south the Indians had reached Jalo and overwhelmed it. 

My little party flew back to Cairo for a day or two to refit. What 
an exquisite pleasure it was going back to Cairol The first hot bath, 
the first cold drink, the good meals and the clean clolhesi these were 
the things that made the war suddenly fall awav and become unreal. 
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IyTic3" had been told I was missing and was astonished and relieved 
when I walked in covered from head to foot in fine sand and dirtj" with 
three weeks of dirtiness. We had a pleasant meal with Qnentin 
Reynolds of Collier’s Magazine. Rej-nolds had also been pretty 
fre^elj' bombed and shelled at the front but nothing could shake that 
breezj' good humour. When Lucy invited him to lunch on our bab5'’s 
first birthday, he sent her a telegram; “I hear there was a man in 
your room a j'ear ago to-night.” 

But it was no time to stay eating and drinking in Cairo, 

• Refitted, refreshed and reprovisinued, Clifford, Bnsvine ami myself 
set out with Randolph Churchill for Sidi Rezegh to see the tank liattle 
that was going to decide everjdhing for good and all. 

We reached Gatehouse just as he was going into action. His head- 
quarters had been overrun and he had lost all his possessions. He 
had a Scottish plaid rug wound round his waist and fastened bs' a 
leather strap. He had an arm-chair strapped to the top of his tank and 
he sat there directing his men. The tank was blasted and pitted with 
shell holes, but Gatehouse was uninjured. All but five or six of his 
original Honeys had been destroyed but he had reinforcements. He 
had been in almost continuous action for nearly a fortnight and he w'as 
feeling good. 

“You better keep close behind me,” he said, and off we went into 
Sidi Rezegh. The battlefield now was a scene of extraordinary desola- 
tion. Several aircraft had nose-dived into the ground and stood up- 
ended grotesquely, I recognized the one that had attacked us the 
previous week. About thirtj' titukas and Hesserschmitls had come 
along the British column making their slow graceful dips to the earth 
and shooting upward as the bombs sprang downward and burst. Then 
one Messerschmitt had peeled olf and come after us about twenty feet 
above the ground machine-gunning. The air hummed and screamed 
with bullets. I was wearing my blue Italian sailor's jacket and I 
remember thinking as I pressed into a wheel rut, ‘‘He can’t help seeing 
me.” And as I had glanced up I had seen the white taut face of the 
German pilot. A young South African sergeant close to me had stood 
up to him with a Lewis gun and in a daze I saw the machine falter in 
its course, lurch to the sand and erupt into a streaming plume of black 
smoke, I had seen the pilot’s face in the second of his death and it 
had showed no fear or hate or excitement — just intense concentration. 
Death had leapt on him too quicklj' to be felt. Now we passed by the 
blackened aircraft and the grave. 

Hvery few hundred yards there were graves — the dead man’s belt 
or perhaps his helmet flung down on top of the fresh earth and over it 
a cross made of bits of packing case; “Cpl. John Brown. Died, in 
Action.” Then the date. This scrawled in pencil. 

Sometimes there were mingled German and British, graves^ as 
though the men had gone down together, still locked in fighting. 
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Sometimes tlie dead were laid alongside I lie blackened Imlks of their 
bur nt-ont tanks. The tanks tlieniselveh still smouldered and smelt 
eviliv. Tlisir inteiior fittinf^a liad been draeged out like the entrails of 
.some woutuk-d animal, for yon would see the mess boxes, the tooth 
lirushe.s ami blankets of tlte ctcWS scatter etl around together with their 
little iiackets of biscuiis, tlioir water-bottles, photographs of their 
famiii.-s, haud-iiTciiados, webbing, lummy-guns, uihrors, brushes and 
ail the mundane oidinaiy things that lill a S'jldier’s kitbag and 
are a part ol bis life. 

Empty Petrol tins, the flimsy and khaki-colonred Eritish and the 
stout black tlerman ciieS, were scaltoied everywhere. Idke great 
li/iards, the brok.en tracks ol tanks were sprawled across the sand with 
their tectli gaping upward. One lank newly hit was fuming and 
spluttering with interior explosions and every few seconds ignited 
Very lights would burst through the overhanging coils of black smoke. 
Its petrol lank crashed open in a sheet of flame. Nobody seemed to 
take much notice. The ground itself was criss-crossed a thousand 
times with the deep crenellated ruts of tanks and these, with indif- 
ference, had smashed rifles, bullets, machine-guns, tins, boxes, papers 
and even human beings, into the mud. Muddy water was seeping 
steadily into .shell and bomb holes. Over everything hung the same 
bleak winter’s sky. Across this wilderness, made doubly a desert by 
the past week's fighting, the British tanks went forward once more. 

We had barely reached the lip of the airfield when Gatehouse, still 
sitting in Iri.s arm-chair, suddenly swung his laxrk about, and began 
looking with his glasses towards the spot where the sun was setting 
among a knot of dark clouds. It was usual for the enemy to attack in 
the evening with the light behind them and now some eighteen or more 
of their tanks were coming on to our rear. 

Speaking into his mouthpiece, Gatehouse turned his forces about, 
sending some of his Honeys out to the west, some to the north. He 
had with him a battery of twenty-five pounders of the Royal Horse 
Artillery that day and these he posted in the centre close to ijis own 
lank. The twenty-live pounder was never intended to be used as an 
anti-tank weapon. E'or one thing it is a gun-howitzer. For another it 
has to be tewed, then uncoupled and swung about before it can be 
brought into action- It cannot be retired or shifted as quickly as an 
anti-tank gun should he. But tlie short range of our two-pounder gun 
had forced Gatehouse to bring twenty-five-pounder artillery right into 
the front line to cover the Honeys until they got into rauge._ 

I could just see the dark dots of the enemy tanks against the 
sunset light as the R.A.F. came in and laid a stick of bombs across 
their path. One bomb fell far short and tilled one of our gunners, but 
his comrades worked on in the face of the enemy fire. It all happened 
within the space of twenty minutes. I saw two tanks ablaze on either 
flank and a doctor’s car racing out towards them. The crews were 
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leaping from the burning hulks like sailors leaving a sinking ship. 
Theu the tweuly-five-pouuder troop posted in front got the range — 
three thousand 5 'ards — and the plain lit with their shell bursts. Still 
the Germans came on through the barrage and I heard the artillery 
major shorterr his range down to fifteerr hrrndred yards, then one 
thoirsaud. By this time the eueniy was \'er5' close, firing straight 
out of the battle clouds toward us. The forward artillery ceased lire, 
hitched rrp their gnns and came careering back. As they came, the 
rear troop took rrp the barrage and tUe5' in their turn fought the 
enemy down to a thousand yards before they were forced to retire. 
Then again the original troop was ready to take rrp the fight from a 
position farther back. By this time our tanks were near enough to 
open fire from either flank and all Sidi Rezegh was raked back and 
forth with their shell. It was beanliful timing and wonderful coolness 
considering that if the enemy tanks had got Ihrotigh the guns and tlieir 
crews corrld not have escaped. 

In the last light of the day the Axis tanks drew off and this time 
the battlefield was ours. Such skirmishes were going on at several 
other spots around that same flat stretch of ground which both sides 
had decided should be the final testing place. As I came away, I began 
to sense something new in the fighting. No longer the Very lights 
closed around trs in the darkness. The enemy opposition was getting 
weaker. 

B'reyberg meantime was reopening the way into Tobruk with the 
bayonet. His men had withstood two tremendous charges of tanks 
and anti-tank gunfire and now they were coming forward again. Far 
back on the frontier Sidi Omar had fallen to us. The gnus of Tobruk 
were still spouting their barrage from the sea. It was very near the 
point where one side or the other must collapse through sheer exhaust- 
ion. Some five or six hundred tanks had fought one another to 
destruction or impotency. Just a few were left on either side. The 
fact was that the hard armoured coating of both armies was destroyed. 
The softer, slower infautry was exposed at last and left to decide the 
battle. The Eighth Army had come out of its moral crifjis, and had 
gathered its second wind. Most of its original tanks were gone. Many 
of its dead lay in that torn stretch of ground reaching along the coast 
from Tobruk to Bardia, then south along the frontier to vSidi Omar, 
then east to Bit Gobi and so back to Tobruk. 

The first stage of the battle was over. No one could say clearly 
yet who had won. British. Germans and Italians lay around Tobruk 
too exhatisted to go on, almost too tired to pick up the sppils of war. 
As December came in, the coldest month of the year, the semi-quiet of 
utter weariness had settled over the front. 
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December in Benghazi 

^‘AIRO was going U'.icv.gk all llie spasms of despair, hope, ex- 
^ hilaratiou and Lack to despair again. A myopic and cunfiised 
rropaganda was trying lo sublimate all these moods and at the 
same lime keep track of tlii.s most incoherent of all battles. Little 
or nothing' had been allowed out about our losses or the German gains. 
A new Biitish victory had been served out to the world's press and 
radio each day. The bicak-tbrongh had been ignored. Newspapers were 
encouraged to come out with such headlines as “Rommel Surrounded” 
‘‘Rommel in Rout," “Germans desperatelj' trying to escape British Net." 

Now, in early December, the amateurs controlling propaganda 
began lo see what a iiogey of over-optimism they had raised, ‘Before 
tlie battle bad fairly begun they had told the world that we ouianm- 
beicd the enemy in guns and tanks and so any fnture victory of outs 
had been discounted in advance and any setback made to appear 
doubly seveie. They had even suggested that the battle might be 
over in a few hours. Hardly one colourful and dramatic guess had 
been overlooked. And now all the guesses and easy prophecies were 
Coming home lo roost. People all over the world were beginning to 
suspect that Rommel had been overlong in a state of rout; tlmt just 
possibly something had gone wrong. Each day a new estimate of the 
number of euemy tanks destroyed had been made and now people 
with mischievous iiiiud s began lo add up the total and find out that 
each German tank appeared to have been destro5’'ed at least twice. 
Somehow now' the facts hacl to he given, and given in such a way as to 
maintain morale and not disturb the public’s faith in the news they had 
already received. 

To those of ns who came back from the front at this lime, it seemed 
that we saw the past fortnight’s battle as though reflected in distorting 
mirrors in Cairo, There seemed to be no sense in it. 

I do not suggest that the British High Command deliberately put 
out false information — I am even sure that they did not. I simply 
suggest that unskilled men who were confused and bewildered by the 
events had been put in charge of propaganda and that they were painting 
their rosy pictures not front bad faith but bad judgment. The old had 
dictum that you must always give tlie public good news had been the 
•theory &ey had fallen back upon in their distress. They were urged 
to this course in stlpport of all those lightly-made prophecies of success 
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witli w’liich the troops hail gone into battle. Already this stiained and 
artificial policy was finding out its authors. They had not yet graduated 
to the realisation that the iJiiblic of both America and the British Empire 
was quite able to accept the news of defeats and delays : what the 
public disliked intensely was having its hopes raised high only to he 
plunged into the disaitpoiutiueul of realilj’ later on. There was no 
need either before this camiiaigsi or aiij- other to raise the hopes of the 
people. A tremendous disservice was being done to the fighting 
soldier. His problems and diflicullies were being misunderstood. Tie 
was being applauded for victories which he had not won and l;is real 
successes were being overlooked in the haekwasli of disappointment 
and disillusion. 

So now', when the Eighth Army, by a moial triumph of its general 
and by the fighting stamina of its men, was about to move forward to 
a victorj', there were few to applaud, still fewer to uiiilerslaml how it 
was done. The earlier glowing heroics had soured into cynicisiu and 
boredom. 

E'eeliug a little as though we had been cheated, Clifford and I went 
down to the desert again. We had to lake that appaiiiug Mersa Mairuh 
train and it was on our first night out that we got the uews of I’earl 
Harbour, of the Repulse and the Prince of JValcs and the entry of 
America into the war. We spent a freCKiug night in a siding when oui 
train was disrailed and w’e went on in a hospital plane to army head- 
quarters. Bitsvine flew down and joined us an hour or two later. He 
had covered our three-day journey from Cairo in three hours. Kim 
Muudy, too, was ready to come forward with us, and W'e set out, a 
caravan of three vehicles, for Gambut and the coast. 

From the outset it was clear that the shape of the Ijattle had 
altered. At Gambut we came on the wreckage of niany Naxi planes — 
Stnkas, Messerschmitts, Doruiers and Junkers. Then as we rode along 
the coast road the news came through that Tobruk wds released at last. 
Such of the enemy who were not locked up iu the Solium area were 
heading westward. It was the break at last. Worn out, short of 
supplies and badly short of armour, Rommel was clearing out. We 
stopped beyond Gambut and turning off the track ran dow-n to the sea 
where a German workshop had been established. The place was lying 
exactly as the Germans had left it, when they had hurriedly turned to 
escape, and there, in these tents and bivouacs lay the private life of an 
army. It was like some Dor6 etdiing of a forgotten aud spellbound 
village, a place that retniuded one of the mystery of the sailing ships, 
Marie Celeste, which was found intact upon the ocean without q. man 
on board. 

The tents were equipped with concrete floors and electric lights. 
They had tables and chairs, canvhs baths and alarm clocks. There 
were tables covered with a confusion of little comforts which had, 
apparently been issued to each man in the Afrika Eofps — ^highly 
coloured boxes of bakelite filled with buttons and cotton and thread, 
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etulless bottles of iiiotiUiwash, eye lotion, body powder, tooth paste, 
liquid soap, water purifiers, hea.'laclie powdeis, ointments, hair oils and 
shampoos, even a special chocolate that was supposed to “pep j'ou 
up’’ aocordiiiff to the label. (I tried some ; nothing happened.) A \’ear 
be lore during Wa veil's advance I had seen how lavish the Italian 
camps aiul e (uipment were. Bnt wdiereas a good deal of the Italian 
equhniit-nt had been showy oruameut, all this stuff was ingeniously 
designed auil must have greatly lightened the burden of living in 
the ilescrl. 

The Nazis Iiadneat little cooking stoves with telescoping pots and 
pans and little blocks of wdiite concentrated methylated spirit with 
which to boil a pot quickly and ea.sily. The5’’ had those electric torches 
you pump with your hand, and varieties of camp lights and other 
gadgets. There were maii3' cigarettes, many tins of British bnllj' beef 
they had captured earlier in the year. The field kitchen was stocked 
with sacks of fresh potatoes, onions and lemons, and there was evidence 
they had been getting fresh meat up from Benghazi and Tripoli. In 
a clothing dump I came on thousands of pairs of woollen gloves and 
uuderclothiug, stockings, sweaters, shirts, tunics and caps. Tliere was 
no shortage of anything. It 3 vas a profusion the people of Germany 
have not seen for years and although nruch of the stuff was ersatz it 
was warm and well made. 

The lank workshops eclipsed anything we had in the forward areas. 
Bedded iu concrete and under canvas were big lathes and a heavy 
smithy. Cases of tank precision instruments worth many thousands 
of porrnds lay about. One was full of periscopes. Several huge boxes 
contained new fifty-iiiilliinetre guns which apparently could be fitted 
to damaged tanks iu this place. There were sheets of armour, new 
tracks and tj'res, a mass of woodwork and steel parts. It almost 
seemed that they could have built a tank here in the desert by the sea. 

The richest prize was about thirty tanks of all kinds which the 
Germans had left lying about. These tanks had been brought iu for 
repair and when the retreat was ordered, they had been set on fire, 
Some still smouldered. At the same time German officers had run 
down to the sea and cast many of their maps and papers into the waves. 
But these had been thrown up again by the high tide so that we were 
able to gather some of them. One was a large coloured sheet showing 
the uniforms of all tlie British forces for identification purposes. The 
mtist had drawn his models with strong virile faces — a slight but 
interestiag point. Unlike us, the Germans in their domestic propa- 
ganda never underrated their opponents. 

In one tent we found little bags of real coffee which a soldier had 
been parcelling up as Christmas presents for his family at home. 
Clifford, of course, dived for the letters and correspondence lying 
aboirt. , He translated revealing extracts front the letters the men had 
received by a fast bi-weekly mrmail from Germany. One German wife 
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wrote: “You must insist on leave. It Las been ten months now since 
you were sent to the desert and others who arrived in Africa after you 
iiave had leave.” Then there were passages like this: “We have no 
news of Hans, but rve think he went to the Russian front. Rudolf has 
gone there too, and there were some others from the village whom you 
knew. But we have no news from any of them." The soldiers had 
apparently been complaining of the conditions in the desert for there 
were many letters from mothers commiserating with their .sons over 
the dust and the heal and the flies. All the letters relerred to Russia 
and spoke hopefully of success there. For some reason the writers 
insisted that the fall of I,euingrad had taken place. (Rommel at the 
height of this campaign had officially circulated the news that Moscow 
had fallen.) 

The troops were well supplied with the latest German illustrated 
weeklies and they' had their own desert paper, The Oasis. It contained 
a liuid serial story entitled “The Heroes of Hellfire Pass” and Clifford 
went hunting through the camp to get the back numbers. In most of 
the official papers we saw that the general motive seemed to be the 
suggestion that’ the Germans on the other fronts were doing exceedingly 
well and that it would be a humiliating thing if they were let dow'ii by 
the Afrika Rorps. Good propaganda that. Even units in the Afrika 
Korps were set against one another in friendly rivalry. 

At various places in the camp stone and concrete monuments and 
emblems had been set up. They bore such inscriptions as “We 
Germans die but never surrender." 

We loaded our truck with some of the excellent dried vegetables 
and fruits the Germans used and packets of rusks and black bread 
covered with silver paper. I picked up a couple of their tidy little 
green bivouac tents, and we drove on to Tobruk. As we left Bedouin 
were roaming through the camp, looting. A German major who had 
fallen asleep just before the British arrived sat miserably in the back of 
a truck with a guard over him. A gleam of hope had come into this 
officer’s eyes when Clifford went up to him and spoke in German. 
“You’re a German, aren’t you?” said the major. He hoped that he had 
met a fifth columnist. 

It was a memorable moment driving down into Tobruk. Coming 
from the east, you do not see the town until ymu are right upon it. 
Then, as you wind down from the El Adein cross-roads, the scarred 
while village breaks suddenly into view. On this day' it had the appear- 
ance of utter dreariness and monotony as though the very earth itself 
was tired. Every foot of dust was touched in some way by high, ex- 
plosive. The sand was full of shrapnel and broken bits of metal. 
Countless thousands of shells, bombs and bullets had fallen here among 
the rusting barbed wire, the dugouts and the dust-coloured trucks. You 
could distinguish the men of Tobruk from the other soldiers. Their, 
clothing, their skin, and (’specially their faces, were stained th«: same 
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rnloiiT as tbe eaitli. Tliey moved slowly and precisely with an absolute 
ecotiomv c)£ elforl. 'riiey were lean and hard and their lips were drawn 
tightly together against the dnsl. They seemed to fit perfectly into the 
landscape and it was impossible to say whether their morale was good 
or iiad, whetlier they were tired after so many months of bombing and 
slielling and isolafiou — or merely inrlillerent. They had become 
iilentitied witii tlieir underground and dusty existence. Certainly they 
were not exnbv.rant at their release — it iiad been too hard and grim a 
business lor that, and the realization of it would only come after weeks 
or even months. Tiie base troops were still going ahoitl their normal 
duiies as thimgh noihitig had happened. They stood patiently in ciueues 
at the water points and the food dumps. They talked laconically about 
the things they I’.ail talked of for months — the weather, last night’s 
raids, the fpiality of tlie rations. Of the high excitement and heroism 
that had held this place for nine months there was no sign whatever. 
There were no flags, no bands, no marcbing men. The war seemed to 
have reduced nearly everything to a neirtral dust. Except for the 
Hues of crosses in the cemetery and an occasional passing ambulance 
there was not even any suggestion of pain. Tiredness and boredom 
governed this place where no green thing grew, where everything had 
been designed for death for long over a year of warfare. 

The Germans and Italiatis were forming a new line about forty 
miles farther on — the Gazala Line. We joined General Kopan,sky and 
the Polish Brigade just a few minutes before they went in to break the 
northern sector of this line. The Poles had burst out of their conline- 
lueiit in Tobruk with the exuberance of Red Indians and now, as their 
infantry deployed under shellfire, their Chief of Staff said to us with no 
intention of being funnj^ ‘Tt makes a nice chaugefor the boys. A very 
nice change indeed." 

It did too. They w^ent into battle as though they were buccaneers 
boarding a fifteenth-century galleon. Zero hour was at 3 p. m. At ten 
to three the barrage went over our heads ou to the enemy and the anti- 
tank gtitis slid forward on either flank. At three precisely the horizon 
about a mile to the north-west of us suddenly sprouted a line of men 
and this line began to tramp forward straight into the euemy fire. 
Without glasses I saw the shells bursting among them and as the 
smoke hung ou the desert for a miimte you would be sure that that 
sector had been wiped out. But when the cloudburst cleared there they 
would be again — the fighting Poles, still going forward and shooting as 
they went. The quick staccato noise of machine-gun and tommy-gun 
fire caniv ringing along on the bleak wind as the Poles closed right in 
and covered the last few yards to the enemy positions with the 
bayonet. ■ 

On our left flank the New Zealanders and Indians were going 
forward as well. It was mainly an infantry fight uoW. That night the 
German Gazala Line was broken and Rommel gave np.Cyreuaica, He 
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gathered wlial was left of his Panzer Divisions and, aliandoning Derna, 
Barce and Benghazi, he cleared right out for three hiindred miles along 
the desert route south of the Green Hills. It was only fair alter so 
many British reverses to remember that this was the second lime that 
the Axis had bolted from the desert . . . their own desert. 

Manj”^ Italians were left behind to be caidured. I sai on Gazala 
cliffs that night looking down on the coast mad some hundreds of feet 
Ijelow. Through the glasses I could see a group of Brilisli Tomnues 
going forward on fool up the road toward a bluff that blocked their 
view to the west. From my perch I could see a platoon of Italians’ 
marching toward the bluS from the other side and it was obvious that 
they wanted to surrender. 

It was like watching an early Mack Sennett comedy. The Italians 
and Tommies reached the bend in the road at the same moment. The 
Iialians at once threw up their hands. The Tommies, intent ongatiier- 
ing some loot beside the road farther on, marched straight ahead. The 
Italians ran after them and threw up their hands again. The Tommies 
waved them away. The Italians began to argue — I longed to be closer 
so that this silent movie would turn itself into a talkie — and some of 
them threw down their guns to make their intention absolutely clear. 
At last one of the Tommies jerked his thumb back in the direction of 
the British Hues. Dejectedly the Italians picked up their arms, formed 
into a double file and trailed off down the road again, seveu soldiers in 
search of a captor. 

The drive into i)erua was like a recapitulation of a day in the 
Wavell advance in 1940 . . . except that the enemy did not defend 
the place this time. Eight or nine German troop-carrying Junkers full 
^of soldiers who had not yet heard the bad news came down on to Derna 
aerodrome just at the luonieut w'hen our forw'aid Indian platoons wore 
occupying the place. The Indians laid low while the big planes 
swooped slowl}’’ round and settled into Ibeir landing. Then the Iiidiaus 
blew them to bits. Only two of the Junker pilots managed to get into 
the air again. 

■ Then the British troops scrambled down the steep thousand-foot 
cliffs into Derna. Derna was still a lovely village. But in that interval 
between the departure of the Italians and the arrival of the British, the 
Arabs had cut loose. They had gone through the township looting and 
destroying, paying off old scores by firing the shops and warehouses. 
The streets were covered in broken glass. A number of British 
wottnded lay in the hospital and the Arabs had. gone shouting and 
looting through the wards. They set fire to the west wing of the 
hospital in order to obtain more light by which to loot. The sick , 
British patients struggled out of bed and .fought the fire .through the 
night and drove the Arabs ont. 

When we entered the town ip the morning the. wounded men were 
lying exhausted amoflp; their dirty sheets. Some, too tired to get up, 
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were on tlie floor among the puddles of water they had used to fight 
the fi’e the night before. Tlie stench of sickness was awful. 

All night the.se broken men had watched the hills above the town 
hoping and piaying that the British Army would come and rescue 
them. In the early morning they had given up hope. In utter weak- 
ness and despair, they had abandoned the vigil and slumped down 
into sick sleep or a coma that served as sleep. The major who led the 
first British troops into the town thumped heavily on the door of the 
hospital and shouted : ‘‘Any British here?” There was no answer. The 
wounded prisoners lay there like cattle, uncomprehending. Some 
raised their heads and stared at the smart figure in the doorway and it 
meant nothing to them. Again the major shouted, “Any British here?” 
Suddenly a young R. A. F. pilot, less badly wounded than the others, 
jumped up and yelled hysterically, “It’s all right. It’s all right. It’s all 
right. It’s the British.” 

Fresh bandages, food and doctors were rushed to the hospital. 

When we captured Derna the previous year we had found wine in 
the town and fruit, butter, eggs and chickens. This lime there was 
little except the good clean spring water. We stayed again in the 
Governor's house by the sea but it was only a shell and its polished 
woodwork was scarred by the boots of young Nazi soldiers. Even the 
banana groves and the pomegranates seemed to have gone sterile. 
Yet still the place was a green pool of coloitr in the desert and it was 
pleasant to walk tlirough the shaded courts aud know that the Axis 
soldiers had been here only a few hours before. 

Beyond Derna lay Giovanni Berta, the first of the Italian settlers’ 
villages in the Green Hills. We approached it by the back road above 
the cliSs. Everywhere the British Army was in hot pursuit. Columns 
of vehicles thirty aud forty miles long were coasting along the red 
mud tracks aud we wound on steadily up into the green slopes where 
flocks were grazing on the first natural grass we had seen for many 
months. An occasional three-engined Savoia kept darting out of the 
low rain-clouds to spring h bomb on the long procession of British 
vehicles. By this time my party was reduced to Mundy aud ms’-self 
travelling in the forward car with a driver and Clifford following on 
behind with the truck and another driver. One of the Savoias made a 
dead set at Clifford on a lonely stretch of the road. We stopped our 
car and looked back just in lime to see the big uiiwieldly machine 
leave the clouds and two black bombs leaped out of the rrndercarriage. 
Clifford and his driver were like two animated Walt Disney figures. 
They sprang straight Out of the truck into the air and landed neatly 
on top of one another in the ditch beside the road. The bombs burst 
harmlessly a few yards away. 

Up in the air sprang Clifford and his driver again in search of 
safer covet; and down they went again as another bomb lauded beside 
them. Until these things turn to tragedy they seem really very funny 
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at the flout. When t’li bo.nbei had gone Clitfoid name up aurl touuil 
Jiltiiifly aid me still lauohiuir. Ht slaied at us coldly. 

At a b/i+ide heabiuaiteis they told us Giovanni Rerln wa.s a'i<,ady 
oeiupii I, s 1 IV; pisSed on lo the tion. oi l le cihinin anl went ahead 
until We were in clear idevV nt the so.a.fcliiig white township only a niil^ 
tvay. Astray shell went overhead anl uiiiiugli the "lasses I could 
see Indi.iti troops nnving lOtwaid to a group of d 1 Roman pil'ars that 
dominate I the township on the .sjuth. Tneie was something strange 
about the Indinns, but I could notthinh for the moment what it was. 
iChey crouched as they walked. Thev moved up the slope with hunclied- 
ur> shoulders. Where had I .sceu that walk betore ? T was still idly trj'iiig 
to puz.«le it out as we diove up to the piilai.s and iheie wa.s a quick 
mgent shout from someone — “Get those vehicles in here. Get them 
ill here quick.” We drove under the cover of a shed and got out in 
front of a bearded Indian doctor. He was saving excitedly, “Where 
the hell have ySn come from ? Down that road ? There has beeu oo 
vehicle along it yet — it’s under fire.” So Berta had not fallen. We asked 
where the euemj' were shooting fiom. “Come on,” said the doctor. 
We went ou loot up to the tliiee Roinan pillais. Xow I renicinbeied 
what it was. It ivas, lor waut of a better desciiption, “the frontier 
crouch." ITncoiisciously as a man goes up ioward enemy machine-gun 
p isitious Iva stoops and falls into a sort of animal lope. Stooping in 
this wav xvi got to the crest of the lise and looked ovei — straight into 
the enemy four hundred yards awaj\ The5'- were on the rise of the 
opposite side of the valley. As wetvalched. Biitish artillery laked the 
slope from one emltu the other, and like hunted rabbits the Italians 
rail blindly hither and thither. Alongside me some Indians were firing 
mortars and shells. They made a fussy whistling and scieaming, 
arched over the valley, and fell at the mouth of a cave wheie I could 
see a iiuniberof Iraliatis were hiding. Tlieie .sjemed to be an argument 
going on in the monih of the cave. One Italian was holding a white 
flag on a slick and the other s about him kept p*eventiug him from 
hoisting it aloft. 

Then the Indians got the order to creep forward and take the 
position by assault before the darkness closed in. The British shells 
weie lauding in a regular rhythm now. It was all very confused. 
Machine-gnu tire was snapping right along the floor of the valley. 
Grey tanks of Italians began to break from cover all over the place and 
advance toward ns. They carried no white flags. They were getting 
nearer and nearer — only three hundred yards away now. A counter- 
attack then ? An Indian soldier went racing past us and Kim shouted 
to him in Hindustani, “Are they conuler-al tacking ?’’ The soldier 
shouted s omething over bis shoulder that Kim iuterjireted to mean 
“Yes," and at that we bolted down the slope. It was not 'until we got 
to the hottoni that we saw the Italians coming in without their arms to 
surieuder. It had beeu a nice hundred yards sprint we had done 
all the same. 
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So Berta fell, aud we motored on past the villages of Savoia and 
Tert and on to the rnius of Cirene, the place where they say a million 
people lived in Roman times. Geoffrey Keating aud Russell Hill and 
Fred Eayliss of Piu umouui w'ere routing about there. Keating 

aud Hill had been in Tobnih at the breaking of the siege and it was 
an interesting reunion. Not far from this spot ten months before, we 
had dragged Keating trailing his broken arm aud ankle out of an Italian 
ambush. Now we drove down the road together to the same place to 
get to the head of the British coluimi. It was absorbing to see the 
approaches to the place again — the ditches where Clifford aud I had 
stopped to rest our wounded, the spots where we had dressed their 
injuries and the curves in the wooded hills where we had dashed across 
the road. * 

1 was saying rather fatuously, “it’s like doing a Cook’s lour of 
the battlefields after the war,” when Preston Grover of the Associated 
Press came up and said, “You can’t go anj-' .farther. There has been 
an ambush.” It had happened all over again in exactly the same spot 
except that we were not in it this lime. The poor devils in the leading 
armoured car had been caught b5' cross fire from the undergrowth. 

We slept that night in an Italian hospital at the front. Its priceless 
equipment — surgical iustnrmeuls, bandages, drugs, beds and bedding 
— had been slrew'U through the mud by looting Arabs and the rain 
soaked down steadily. The ambush was cleared on Christmas Eve and 
we drove down into Barce. This lush valley was once a thriving dairy 
settlement and its white homesteads aud creameries were among the 
finest in Africa. The barren moorlands had been made to give out 
fruit aud flowers aud all the rich tilings of modern farming. Four 
armie.s — Graziaiii’s, Wavell’s, Rommel’s and Auchiuleck’s — ^had crossed 
the valley in advance and retreat. They left a curse upon the place. 
The fences were broken aud the doors of the homesteads flapped open 
admitting the wind aud the rain. The crops grew rank and the fields 
were falling back into the morass of their original mud. A few settlers 
lingered on and they stood in their doorwaj’s staring vacantly and 
without comprehension. When the soldiers called to them only one 
or two of .the 3’oungeT girls, answered and then automaticalh’' and 
without smiling. Over everything w'as that same air of neglect and 
decay and utter w'eariuess. This final catastrophe in the valley was too 
much. Nothing here now was able to struggle against the war any 
more. Rain ipoured through the dilapidated roofs and it was no longer 
worth the effort to make repairs. Ploughs rusted in the fields and 
cattle mooed in 'anguish for someone to milk them. The fight to 
maintain civilization here was too unequal, too , disappointing, too hard. 

The valley was simply given up. Under our eyes the laud was 
returning to Us old sterility. 

At Tocra the tetrestlng Germans had blown away part, of the cliff 
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ou to the road, so we had to spend the night at Barce, Bayliss had 
captured a couple of turkeys in the cellar of the hotel and we badly 
wanted to eat our Christmas dinner in Beiighazii. We debated whether 
we would stay at the Hotel D’ltalia there or one of the other places. 
We promised ourselves hot baths and clean sheets and some urgent 
shopping through the town. 

Early ou Christinas Day we set out. 'The Arabs were friendly as 
we ran into the suburbs and we hasted on, hoping that the best rooms 
in the hotels had not yet been taken bj' the leading British patrols. 
Then gtadually as we drove through street after empty street, the 
realization came on us — Benghazi, too, had collapsed. It was no longer 
a city any more. The plague of high explosive had burst on the place 
and left it empty, apathetic and cold. The shops were shuttered, the 
markets closed and ruin succeeded ruin as we drove along. The 
fagade of the Albergo d’ltalia wherewe hoped to stay, bulged outward 
sickeningly. The Berenice b}' the sea, where the Duftwaffe bead- 
quarters had been, was burnt out, and all that was left inside were the 
cords from which the valuable silk parachutes had been cut away. 
Blasts had pockmarked every building, direct hits had ploughed the 
waterfront and dashed the anchored vessels on to the seabed. Bor 
nearly a year the R.A.F. had gone on and ou, night after night, and 
here we were looking at the scoresheet— a ravaged, ruined city. 

We found a block of flats fairly intact where two scared Christian 
Brothers alone remained. While I cleaned out a couple of rooms in 
the flat of the chief of police, Mundy, Bayliss and Clifford, all famed 
cooks, went down to the Berenice which had the only decent sized 
stove in the town. Somehow they cleared the cinders from the kitchen, 
killed, plucked and cleaned the turkeys and basted them with hot fat 
as they sizzled on top of the stove. 

We all felt so forlorn that day that we had decided to abandon any 
real idea of celebrating Christmas. Then in the midst of our depression 
everything went well. The turkeys were' a miracle of tenderness and 
flavour — even though, they had to be rushed half a mile in a, truck to 
our flat. Out of Bayliss’s kit came Christmas puddings, brandy, wine, 
chocolates, raisins, and a tinned ham. Others brought more wine, 
whisky and liqueurs. Cigars aud nuts appeared. I found a dump of 
Italian mineral water and Chianti and someone gave me a bag of fresh 
oranges. 

Outside in the harbour the Germans were dropping delayed action 
mines. The wind leapt against the windows, and flung beams and 
broken bits of plaster on to streets. We were horribly dirty after the 
long thousand-mile journey from Cairo. But here we sat on this 
Christmas night eating, drinking and, singing, and beyond any other 
Christmases it wiU be a time for me to remember, 

Boxino- Day we scouted round the desolate flits to the south of 
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Et;r>!vlia.;i as far ns Majjirnti, Soliioli and Eeda Fnnun.Uie scov.o oi last 
winter's ui't-nlbatl’u". liut ilic- aetion flagRcd. The Axis liooiis I’acl 
retreattil fast ;<> lieyoiul Adjedabia atiil at this point we were not 
strong eiiotigh to l'arr5' tl’.eiii strongly or cut them ofl. 

We turned to liie long iliire back llirungh the rain and iiuid. At 
Eardia T tiansed briefly to watch de Villieis lannch his assault on the 
Germans siill liohliiig the lionler positions. Ey the time Eardia had 
EaUeii E had reached Cairo and the second stage of the campaign was 
done. Jl was New Year's Day. 


6 


January ig42 in Retreat 

"DAIN fell. The people in Western Cyrenaica declared they had 

never seen sncli rain before. Yon might have expected them to 
sa3' that since the weather is alwas's believed to Ije worse in war-time — 
probably because the people are more exposed to it. Ivvcn so litis 
was exceptional. Daj' alter daj’ heavy grey .slorinclouds Imng over 
the Green HUis and dreiiclied the connlry.side. Great hailstones came 
down, an almost unprecedented thing, and away to the south near 
Adjedabia flie front-line troops reported th.ey Itad seen flake.s of snow 
on the desert. 

The rain began in the neighbourhood of Denia and bej-onc! Derna 
it engnlfed one village after another — Giovanni Eerta and Slonia 
Cirene and Earce, Tocra and Benghazi. Everj’where the troops stood 
about hnddled in their great coats and every spare bit of clnlhiug they 
coitid lay hands upon. Some protected their faces with woollen 
balaclava helmets; others draped captured bivouac tents about their 
shoulders and went foraging through the deserted houses in search 
of firewood. 

Convoys of motor vehicles crawled along the roads to the Iroiit, 
w'ith painful, agouizing slowness — the slowness that Cord Milne meant 
when he spoke of war as consisting of short periods of intense fear and 
long periods of intense boredom. They started out from the drj’ 
desert of Egi'pl and made an immense and dusty tour around the 
Halfaya positions where the enem3’' garrison was still holding out. 
When they regained the road again iu Libya tljey ran into the rain and 
the cold. The roads were jammed. For hours the vehicles stood still, 
thousands of vehicles, and there was nothing to do but sit and wait, in 
the pouring rain for the blockage to be cleared. Wherever the enemy 
bad blown the road engineers and road raup's worked in the knee-deep 
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red oasinii' I’le vel’.ii'les Ihr'ingli one Ly ‘-tiie over temporary bridges 
aiifi iiaii-liiiished Ijr-passes. Iso one on the road iiad any news. Iso 
one sceiii'.d (.0 Iniuw wbal was g^)ing ou at t!ie front. The journey 
from Cairo lengtheu-'d from f-.ur days to a week to two weeks and still 
ihe front line lay somewhere out in the lemou' and elusive hori>;oii of 
tile Wet d .;Sei L. 

Nea: Tocia, where the plaleau suddenly spills iuto broken hills 
and elifls. the vehicles w'etc being puslicd along by baud over a daugcr- 
ous lilowout. It was no use going round. \Ve tried it. We drove 
lor houis along a sodden track and every so often our big station 
wag w.'uid pitch and slither into the green underbrnsh, ami we had 
t.i tug and ]ii.-a\’e until we got it out .again. The country iiere behind. 
Barce stiii held enemy refugees and wandeiiiig bedouin but tlie tvar 
had driven them iiilo the cover of the hills. Even above Barce itself 
where the enemy had hastil.v thrown up a series of tank ditches and 
side roads, the war had forced the people away. Farmhouses, orchards, 
cattle, sh.eep, crops — everything — ^were abandoned to the laiii and the 
mud and the invader. 

lu the desert south ot Benglia/i it was far worse. Red mud stretch- 
ed interminably across the dreary landscape. I went out to the 
airfields ol Berka and Benina — those two key fields that were going to 
be the springboards of our next great air sw'eep through to Tripoli. 
Inch by inch the grounded enemy aircraft were sinking into the mud. 
There were scores of aircraft, all useless. Those w'hich had not been 
wrecked or broken ttp at the last luinitte by the 'Buftw'affe were falling 
to pieces in the wind. The rain did the rest. All morning I splashed 
through the muck and wet, and it seemed to me then that no aircraft 
would use these Jields for weeks to come. As though to prove it, a 
light British reconnaissance plane came downi. It bucked and bounced 
away as it touched down. The wheels skidded madly, flinging the 
wet earth over the fuselage, and the machine finally came to rest in a 
pond. There it stayed immovable ; after that no aircraft attempted to 
take off ot laud. 

It was the same at Barce and hlarana, at Magnin and Solucb. Only 
Msus was left as the one available field in the forward area that could 
be used. There was no question of supplying the troops by air, even 
if %ve had the transport planes, wliicb we hadn’t. 

But it was vital to get .supplies to the troops.' So long as this 
problem was unsolved, ever5-thing else had no importance. The British 
tried the sea. Tliey loaded ships in Fort Said, in Alexandria, Mersa 
Alatrnli aiid Tobritk and set sail for Bougha/,i. Given Bengliazi as a port 
the rest became fairly easy. But Benghazi could not be nsed as a port, 
Within ail hour of my first going into the town , on the heels of the 
leading patrols, it was being bombed and mined. When I came away 
it was still being bombed and iniired. The Germans came over in 
waves from Sicily. Their mines la,y on the seabed in the narrow confines 
of the harbour and there .was no eqttipmeut ,to deal with them. 
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no means ct spotting wliere the danger lay. U-hoats lay in wait ontside. 
The docks and the railways leading; to the docks were a chaos of 
exploded stone and steel and concrete. There were no lighters to 
take off the cargoes, no cranes to lift the boxes of ammunition, no 
pumps to draw off the petrol from the tankers. A tangle of wrecked 
steamers blocked the channel through the bay. Benghazi was no use. 
Only the land route was letl. And the land route was choked. 

The I'lightii Army was like a healtly- plant that had suddenly 
been denied water. The young leaves at the top suffered first. 
Around Adjedabia the troops first rvent short of liiiued fruit aud 
vegetables, then iani and cheese. Finally they had bully beef, biscuits 
and lea, and nothing else. Little by little all the supplies fell away. 
Petrol was the most serious. The men could keep going on brrlly and 
biscuits, but until the petrol came they were unable to move. All 
over the desert I saw parties out scouring for enemy fuel dumps. 
Squadrons of new tanks which had toiled all the way by train and 
road to the front found they could do nothing. Even spare parts 
failed to arrive. There was not enough ammunition and what they 
had was rapidly running out. There were not enough radio sets and 
soon the last commodity of all began to fail them — information* 

For hundreds of miles isolated groups of men were strung across 
the wet desert with no orders aud no notion of what to do. The sap 
was being drained out of the Eighth Army, not by the enemy, for 
Roniiuel had withdrawn around the Gulf of Sirte, but by the desert 
aud the weather and the distance. 

The ancient law of the desert was, in fact, coming into play. 
Once more the British had pro-ved that you can conquer Cyreiiaica. 
Now unwillingly they began to prove that you cannot go on. It had 
been the same for both sides. Tripoli and Cairo were equidistant 
from Cyreiiaica. The enemy had shown that he was capable of sally- 
ing out of Tripoli, of crossing Cyrenaica and digging his nose into the 
Egyptian desert. But there he stopped. And now coming in the 
reverse direction, here were we stopped at Adjedabia. The trouble 
was that the farther you got away from your base, the nearer the 
retreating enemy got to his. Consequently as yon got weaker, the 
enemy got stronger. 

Four trusted and able generals had tried to disprove that rule. 
In the summer of 1940 the Italian, Gtaziani, had advanced as far as Sidi 

* Major-General E. P. Naros, In charge of eupplies, contests this paragraph in 
an Interesting letter to me. He says the forward troops always got 90 per cent, of 
their supplies, and that when we re-concinered this territory the following year we 
found oat old ammunition dumps intact and they were most useful to Montgomery. 
He adds : "Petrol — or, rather the 'flimsies’ It was carried In — was the real cause of our 
doWtdall. 80,0i/0 gallons was my daily requirement in the forward aroai I rarely got 
mere than 60,000 t^mns of which 60,000 reached the units." 
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Barraui iu Egypt, and there he stuck. In the following winter 
Wavell liad rlriveii through to Ailjedahta and he could do no more. In a 
tew days B.oiuniel had reconquered all that lost Axis territory, hut he, 
too, collapsed iu exhaustion at the Egyptian border. Now, finally, 
Auchinleck had swung the see-saw hack the other way and his army 
was aireaJ 3 ' flouiideiing in the mud. 

Auchinleck would not give up. Despite ever^'tliing tie was deter- 
mined to go on to TiipoH. While still the rain swept across the 
Cyrenaic-aii waste thnmgh the carlj’ days of Jamiar;,' he ke]>l pushing 
his geiitials to make haste. They must get Benghazi open. They’ 
must clear Itie roads. They must speed the unloading at Suez. Tliere 
was no i'igh.tiiig to speak of — just the long dreary sliuggle against in- 
efficiency and delay’ iu the great prohlem of supply. 

Tlie most urgent thing, of course, was to wipe out the enemy’ 
garrison at Halfaya. Tt was blacking the coast road and putting au 
extra one or two days on the journey from the Nile Delta to the front. 
Bardia had fallen on New Year’s Day after a brief struggle, but still 
the enemy gunners w’ere able to lob shells on the coast road from 
Halfaya. At last, in the middle of January, Halfaya fell and the route 
was clear right through to Benghazi. 

The news was received iu Cairo with a good deal of excitement 
and pleasure. Now all Cyreuaica was iu our bands and the fall of 
Bardia and Halfaya had yielded us 13,500 prisoners, as well as a large 
cluantily of war material, A rough check showed that iu all the enemy 
had suffered somewhat less than fifty thousand casualties. Clearly it 
was a victory. The conquered territory and the long lines of prisoners 
were there for anyone to see. But still there remained the fact that the 
bulk of Rommel’s array had escaped clean out of Cy’renaica and even 
in retreat it had made many sudden and damaging forays against our 
vanguard. And still the rain came down in the desert. 

Rain never really falls on Cairo. The place is bathed in perpetual 
sunshine and at this time of the year it is just strong enough to take 
the chill out of the air and make the climate ideal. Men back on leave 
flooded the bars and clubs of the city. The movies were crammed. 
At Gezira there were football matches every day. Sbepheard’s Hotel 
aud the Continental-Savoy did a roaring business. New night clubs 
sprang up — one of them on a houseboat on the Nile. There was no 
shortage of anything. Prices were leaping up but. then tlie men iu the 
desert had nothing to spend their money on except their leave. Cairo 
was gay and secure. Each day at the ihirf Club or Gezira I used to 
see the ticker machines typing out the uou-committal news from the 
front. It seemed to be a stalemate, nothing more. There was , no 
need to worry. The breaking open of the bottleneck at Halfaya had 
released many damaged .fapks and vehicles aud these were being 
hurried back to the delta workshops as fast as possible,. There were 



243 


AFJtlCAN IKII.OGV 


Intr.ilrc-fls of tanks in ik;* worksluips. Soon all these would be reacli' 
foT ti'e f^reat, drive on to Triiioli. Tun', there was a sood deal of 
sinll tii-.w beiiii; diverted lu.i.i ti'e ivliddle liasi to Siiiyapote aud Java 
and India, but still new Anierivaii aifcralt irc-re arrivinc;, ior dutj' in the 
desert. It was tnaeliiiKs we wanted, not lueii. Just a few more 
niachint s and wt- wmild l .c Sr;t to .^T• again. 

Only verj- few in the hfigh C'iinniand saw the dangers ahead. 1 
Innched one day with .ktu'hiiileek and afterwards, as vve walked back 
and fiirtii 'ihiougl'. Ids rose garden, he traced the histoiy ot the caniiiaign 
for me stei) by step. He made iiiesce how much he had been compelled 
by oven’s to <.m what lie diii dfi, how iuipaticuily and. emphatically he 
liatinrgt-il Ins men r n to certain courses ol action only to find that they 
We: e baulked or diverted by the Weather or hi some ninveotthecneniy 
or s.>me mechanical thing that happened unexpectedly. He revealed 
liovv olteii a geiieial ha.s to shift his ground and change his orders 
because the situation is never sialic. He saw the mistakes all too 
cleariy. i found him modest and direct and extraordinarily clear- 
sighted tli.al day. He bad jio rosy pictures of the futine. There was 
his determination to go forward at all costs and he clung to that 
turougu all llte log of miskaps and delays and setbacks that were 
consiantly going on. _\Ve stopped in our talk to see some of his 
pictures and mice or twice he paused to admire his flower-beds. But his 
mind kept darling back to the war. Thi,swasliis one hour of leisure 
through the day and he kept pacing bac:k and forth hunting for 
new ideas, icarratiging the old ones, analysing and comparing the 
things that had happened. 

Nor did Gotl or bVillonghhy Noirie, the two most active generals 
in the field, seem to me to Ite particularly confident. Huej' and I 
lunched with them both one day at Gezira and I did not like to press 
them for inforntation. They were taking just one or two days off from 
the fighting. Noitie, in fact, was hurrying down to the front the next 
day, lor already there were signs that things were going wrong. Cott 
turned over to me his maps and papers on the campaign at his Cairo 
headi'ivtaTiers. He said that he wanted me to use them in the writing 
of thus book and I found them fascinating. His lecture to the officers’ 
training school was especially brilliant. He emphasized in it the 
necessitj’ for good supplj”, the necessity for always keeping your 
supply line in the desert at a right angle to your front so that it would 
present the smallest possible target and ensure the quickest delivery. 

All Gott’s theories on supply were being ignored at that very 
moment. Tliis was not so because the men in command were ignorant 
or pigheaded. It was happening because the Eighth Army was .simply 
incapable of overcoming the physical difficulties of distance and lime. 
If was too far away from it's base.' Nor 'was there cynicism in the ranks 
about the generals. Gott in particular was loved. I had seen him in 
Benghazi just a few days previously. . He had come in from the frout* 
dirty, unwashed and tired. , He drove through the shattered 
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streets to the hospital which was still iutacl and full of British v/oinuled 
who had been lelt there by the relieating enemy. As t stfod in the 
doorway I heard the whisper go loniid the ward, a filthy evil-smeliing 
place, that Crotl was coming in. And with him was Jtjck Campiiell. 
Oott and Campbell togelher were a remarkable sight, both oJ them very 
tall and heavily Vmilt, both soidier.s wiu' fought at the front aif/]ig.>.ide 
their men, both, as far as one could guess, indifferent to auy form of 
high explosive. The sick men heaved themselves u]j on their eTnow.s 
and grinned as the two leaders went down the ward, ft was, in some 
ways, a pathetic little thing, that cuirent of eitthnsiasni that swe])t 
throngh the hospital and I do net know why I reiiienihcr it .s,/ cli;arly. 
Still, there it was — the men still had their leaders and they were u’iliing 
to figlil their way on to Tripoli il they could get theic. 

The trouble was that ther- could not even get to the front. As 
one vital day succeeded another the most the Biilish could get into 
tite Adjcdabia region was two brigades. A full brigade of now 
Valenline tanks had arrived iir Suez and these, after a tiaiuful journey, 
did reacii the firing-line in addition to the other two brigades. The 4lh 
Indian Bivision was posted a.s a gairisou for Benglmi, and .scattered 
back along the recent battlefields were South African.?, British, New 
Zealanders, Poles and Fighting French— about five small divisions in 
all. They could hardly be called a cj-ordiuated force. They sprawled 
across 300 or 400 miles of desert and oulj’ that small group around 
Adjedabia was in actual contact with the enemy. 

There was another and entirely separate British force — the Tong 
Range Desert Grouti. Their numbers were so tinj' that they could 
never seriously effect auy battle one way or another. Yet their 
exploits about this time had become so famous and they were so 
successful that they were a factor in the fighting. The Long Range 
Desert Group was a collection of j^ouiig men of the commando type. 
They were volunteers and trained men. They had their headriuarters 
in the caves of Siwa Oa.sis and from there they used to set out on 
incredible journeys many hundreds of miles inside enemy territory. 
Their safety was the vastuess of the desert. They struck unexpectedly 
by night and got away. 

If yon had a taste for piracy and high adventure, then the T. R. D. G. 
was the unit to join. 

Their leader at this time was a young New Zealand major, whom 
I had met at Siwa one day when one of the most daring raids was being 
carried out. Just a haudful of men had set out in ordinary army 
trucks. They had measured out their w'aler : and petrol to the last 
spoonful. Every spare pound of weight had been given to machine- 
gun and bullets, grenades and flares and dynamite. On a clear hot 
morning they set out into that part of the southern desert where no 
one, not even the bedouin, ever penetrates. ' For many thousands of 
square miles the country ■ has. been scorched iitto a useless wastd, ■ 
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entirely vi-aterless. Knr tlie first few liundred miles they knew they 
■were safe enmijili. Xo enemy patrol would venture down there, 
uo airctafl was likely to reconnoitre so far south. 

As usual lhe\' lationed themselves to a cup of tea in the morning; 
and another at nii^ht. Another cupful of water rvas enough for washing. 
They did not shave hut instead grew heatds that matted with fine dust 
as Lliey went along. They travelled slowlj — on the good stretches 
about ten or twelve miles an hour. Often they w'ould have to get down 
and dig their vehicles out of the sand. One or tw’o of the trucks broke 
down and, since to abaiulon the trucks would mean abandoning their 
crews III death through thirst, the whole caravan wailed until rei'airs 
were made. Inch by inch and remote from all the w'orld they rdged 
their way across the map. There were no tracks in this desolation 
and they were guided by compass. 

Five days out they came on their objective — a secret Axis airfield, 
so tar behind the front that the usual guards were not stationed around 
it. lyeaviug their trucks a few hours’ drive away, the men went for- 
ward afoot to reconnoitre. Creeping over the sand in the half-light of 
the evening, they saw a sguadron of German bombers lying dispersed 
near a group of tents. Many camouflaged vehicles were standing 
around and there were dumps of petrol and bombs spread about near 
the aircraft. Everything depended on their taking the place by com- 
plete surprise. 

That night they attacked. Some ran to the German mess tents and 
sprayed the enemy of&cers with tommy-gun fire. Others attacked the 
aircraft with crowbars and hand-grenades. They smashed the instru- 
ments in the cockpits and set fire to the fuselage. One after another the 
petrol dumps went up. It was very quickly done. The Germans ran 
wildly about among their tents not knowing from what quarter they 
were beiug attacked or by how many. Machiue-gun bullets were 
spitting across the airfield from a dozen different directions at once. 

As soon as the enemy aircraftsmen ran across to one fire, another 
started somewhere else. Flares went np over the weird scene and in 
the yellow light men fought one another with pistols and bayonets. 
When most of the aircraft were smashed and confusion in the camp 
was complete, the British commander drew ofi his men. Driving 
several prisoners before them, they tramped off to their trucks and 
drove at full speed into the empty desert. It had been a heady and 
exciting night, brilliantly successful, but there still remained the long 
journey back to the British lines. 

Enemy aircraft picked up the British car tracks the next morning. 
They were bombed that day and again the next and again after that. 
But somehow all came back. Incredibly dirty, tired and dishevelled, 
they drove into their base bringing their prisoners with them. 

There were aiatry raids like this. Sometimes several occurred at 
the. same time. Through the winter they had paved the wav for a strong 
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British column that crossed the desert to the tiny oasis of Jalu not far 
from Adjedabia, and in the middle of January Jalo was still in 
our hands. 

All this time Rommel had been planning his counter-attack. 
It was not done quickly. Among the marshes of the Gulf of Sirte 
coastline, near El Agheila, he decided to make his stand and prepare. 
Tanks, guns and men were sent across to him horn Italy. Some 
were landed on the beaches close to the front. Others were dropped 
off at Tripoli and brought around the coast road. Rommel was only 
two days’ hard drive over a good road from his suiiply centre at 
Tripoli and every kind of material began flowing up to bim at a time 
when the supplies in the British frontline were running short. 

In the middle of January, he began with a series of flanking raids 
on the British vaugnard. These were not serious afiairs but they gave 
Rommel the iuformation he wanted and thej’ forced the British to keep 
using their ammunition and fuel. 

About the time I was lunching with Gott and Noriie in Cairo 
Rommel felt strong enough to attack. His air reconnaissance had 
shown him the disposition and size of the British frontline. He knew 
that if he could once get through the front he could fan out inside the 
British line and create havoc among the soft transport on the supply 
lines inside. Beyond that lay Benghazi, and Benghazi ne%'er was 
defensible. Neither side had ever attempted to use it as a battleground. 
The sea-clifis receded at this point of the coast leaving the town on an 
open exposed plain. The roads leading northward up the cliffs are 
bottle-necks and so make retreat difiicult. Rommel had abandoned 
Benghazi on his retreat, and given a first success he could reasonably 
expect to retake it now. 

There is not much to tell. In open pitched battle the heavier German 
tanks fell on the Valentines near Adjedabia. Some of the Valentines 
ran out of petrol before they were ever engaged or had to be abandoned 
on tlie battle-field. Others lost contact with the supporting anti-tank 
guns and so faced the German barrage alone. Others again were lost 
because the Germans overran the British petrol and ammunition dumps. 

Communications seem to have failed badly almost from the first 
moment. Hard-pressed infantry could not get support and reinforce- 
ments either lay idle or when they attempted to reach the threatened 
quarter found their path blocked by the enemy. In three strong 
columns then the Axis forces streamed straight into the British lines. 
They fanned out and it was the same old story-isolated British. groups 
being mopped up one after another. , In two days the British cutting 
edge was gone. In three iiays the British advance had definitely 
turned into a retreat. ' 

One after another the bases', south of Benghazi fell-r-Adjedabia, 
Saunu, Antelat, SolUch, Ghemiues. There remained only the import- 
ant operational point at Msits where the British had built up their main 
supplies. After a confused series of skirmishes Msus fell and then there 
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was uo ho[)e; fur Beiiyha;;!. The Biiiisli t;arrisou liai.1 to act qnickh*. 
Denioluinu s iiiaJs set to work on all those firioekss supplies which 
JiaJ been dia.qsej with such pain and difficnlly to the town. Once mure 
Beii^lia.'i was rinn.ed with lires at nishtauti big explosions tu'Wercd up 
Irujii the clifls. Two of tire Indian lingades w'ere safel 3 ' got bticl: np 
tile cjiist ri-ail in the Green Hills. A third brigade was cnt oil in the 
Beiigl:a,;i area, it was a had luoincnt. 

When Roniniel i.ail dtiveii Wavell out of western Cyreuaicaa ^^ear 
htfore he had ignored the coastal route and cut straight acro.ss the 
de.s-rt to M-kili south of Uerua. This time lie igiiorcLl the de.serL 
route and i'l.sLcad cut the road leading out of Bengha/i. Tlie cuin- 
niaii ler o! the trapped Indian brigade rose to the crisis and provided 
tiic onij’ reallj- satis'acLo/i' British action in the w'hole eirgagciuent. 
He tonglit Ids way out of the Gerinau ring. He not only fonglit his wa^- 
outhni he gathered a mrinber of prisoners and brought them with liiin. 

After that some order was got into the British retreat. A defensive 
line was thiowir up at Gaitala, rehiforcsmcnts were hurried wdth the 
hnrri' of desperation from Egypt and the retreat was ended, h'or niani' 
ilays after, well inhr February, British troops kept drifting hack to tlie 
Gazaia Line from Benghazi and all that area we had held so flimsily and 
vainly for a few' weeks. 

Tnis. theu, was the hitter end to the winter campaign that rvas to 
have carried ns to Tripoli. On balance we still had the advantage — w’e 
had relieved Tobruk, w'c had destroyed one Axis tank force and talreti 
a respectable number of prisoners. And we had conquered half 
Cj'renaica. But still it seemed an inconclusive and itnsalisfacUny end 
to the adventure. 

I put down six reasons for onr setback: 

1. The failure to get supplies forward. 

2. The failure to get Benghazi working as a port and air-base.* 

3. Poor couuimnications. 

4. The slow recovery of vehicles. 

5. The exceptional weather. 

6. The superiority of the German guns and tanks. 

One might make such lists indefinitely. But in the end all lists 
will bring one to the same inescapable conclusion — that there had been 
a straight fight and the Axis Army' was better than the British Army. 
There were no tricks, no great inequality in numbers, no exceptional 

‘Again, fleiicial Nares wites thot all ' that vrns humanly posslhlo was done at 
Banghnzi. Of our retreat he says: *‘My last not before leaving Msns 'Iran to put a 
match to seven millions of cigarettes and a largo couslgnmant of mail and .stores which 
hail arrived the previous day. Three six-ton lorry-loads of rum wont hack in the same 
lotrios it' arrived in. 'Had wo held Rommel for ten days, or bad be put back his attack 
for that period, X still believe we would have come through.” 
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ninr. o[ luck, aucl no surpassiug genius aii.vwliere. The c.-'M fact was 
that sotiicliow Uie British had to build a hctiei aniu’. And build it 
iprickly. In the lueautime it was a slaleiualc. Tjic Arris I'irces were 
as exhausted as were the British. Too weak to stiilre, they stood 
watching one another warily across the Gaza’a Line widlc they gatlier- 
e.l tiieir strengths again. They were to stay like tiiat until high, suniiufr. 


7 


February in Syria 

TN FKBRU ARY we wanted badly to have a spell away from Egypt 
and the desert. Lucy had been wurking hard at G. H. O. The 
liour.s had lengthened and soon her two days olf each week dwindled 
til one, then half, then sometimes none at all. flhe loved the work, 
imt she was very tired at the end of each day tvben she came hrane to 
oigaiiute tile flat, the two servants, Hassan and ?vIoliannned, and 
the baby. 

For my part, the campaign had been folhowed by an outburst of 
writing. Besides the many thousand wonis of reiiorting from tlic 
desert I had written seveial long scries on th.e cainpaign as a whole 
and oil the German Army, and I had completed a scenario for the 
Army Film unit in addition to my normal work. The stabilization of 
the fighting on the Gazala Line had also bi\mglit a sense of aiuiclitnas 
and we all needed some soit of change. Bo Lucy and I got short 
leave from our jobs. Tiiero was no (luestion of our leaving the Middle 
Fast, and the most dramatic opposite to the desert near at baud was 
the SHOW'. We decided to leave the baby behind with his Armenian 
nurse and go up to the siiowfields in the Lebanon. They said the ski- 
ing wa.s best at this time of the year. 

Lucy’.s last ski-ing had been in the Alps at Griudelwald long before 
the war. itiine had been in the mush at St. Cloud during that cold 
winter in lyS.S when all Paris was sheeted ■with snow. We had had a 
Cb.ristmas tree in my flat and, seen through 1113' frosted windows, the 
Sois tie Boulogne was a lovely tangle of while crystals cupped in the 
bend of the river. At' night the lights of Paris bobbed and twinkled 
acTos.s the siiowfields like a millipn points of phosphorus on the sea. 
Warmed with warm brandy' we had stood there on, Christmas Eve look 
ing down on this vi.sion and it had tieen an overflowing pleastire. 

In the morning Geoffrey Cox had come round with bis iskis and 
we had gone off to the woods of St. Cloud where the snotv Was lying 
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almost a foot thick. Later we had Christmas dinner at the Coxes’ with 
Walter Kerr and Ed Hartrich, and some of us had gone down to the 
Boenfsur le toU off the Champs Elysies where a dark girl was singing 
“Yon go to 1115- head." It had been almost the last time we were going 
to find Paris quite like that. It was just a little sad to recall it as 
Lncv and I drove down to Cairo Central »Station to catch the Haifa train. 

How the Haifa train was no ordinarj' train. It was a sort of 
appendix to the old peace-time Orient Express. It ran from the 
vicinity of the Pyramids and the Sphinx to the Plain of Armageddon 
in Northern Palestine. Thereafter, with a few connecting bus trips, it 
resolved itself into the Taurus Express which eventually landed you 
up in Istanbul and the Golden Horn. Thence the Orient Express 
took you through Sofia, Belgrade, Turin, Paris and the English Channel 
to Victoria Station, London. I doubt if anyone made the whole through 
trip during the war. Bnt still the wagon-lits of the Haifa Express 
gallantly carried advertisements for “Hotel Splendide, Ostende,” for 
nian3* succulent and quite unobtainable French liqueurs. “Express" 
was a euphemism in the Middle East meaning “train which may or may 
not stop for half an hour at every station.” 

Usually it left on time — around 3.30 in the afternoon. But first 
yon had to battle with Cairo Central Station. The entrance seethed 
with soldiers, Egyptians, Arabs, horse cabs, fly-whisk vendors and 
mountainous piles of army kit. As your taxi pulled up, three or 
four Egyptian porters flung themselves inside, tore jmur luggage out 
and disappeared with it into the crowd. The best tactics then were to 
split 5’our forces, sending one party for the tickets and another to find 
the porters and the luggage. On your way to the ticket office you 
were offered in turn by the vendors a fly-whisk, an officer’s stick, a 
pornographic magazine, a glass of yellow syrup, a lottery ticket, a bar 
of partly unused chocolate and a booklet on how to avoid paying 
income tax. 

The booking clerk sends you back to the railway transport ofiicer 
for a voucher. The transport officer tells you that you don’t need 
one, so you return to the end of the queue at the booking qffice. It is 
not the citstoin latterly to bribe the railway clerks, so you argue in a 
mixture of French, Arabic and pidgin-English and emerge just in time 
to go sprinting up the platform after the baggage which has been placed 
on a third-class carriage going to Alexandria. With luck you can get 
it all transferred to the pulluiau going in the Haifa direction before the 
train leaves.^ The three porters with whom you started out have now 
swollen to six, and the man selling the pornographic magazines dumps 
his parcel on a nearby seat and lifts his palm up with the others. You 
pay the official rate of a piastre a bag with a little extra and a cry of 
fierce anger goes up from the entire crowd. 

The more sophisticated porters laugh with liarsh contempt and fling 



A \iiAK UJJ' HAT ILK 


255 


the nioiiey on to the platform, taking care to keep their saiiflals o%’er 
it. The juniors sh.rill in chorus, “No good, no good. Gib ten piastre.” 
In their wrath and excitement thej' turn upon the pornographic 
magazine man and someone deals him a great blow on the back of the 
head. He hits hack viciously and the fight is developing warmly as 
t':e train begins to pull out. Immediatel5' all the combatants turn and 
scream Arabic curses at you as long as yon are within earshot. Tour 
last view of them is a line of figures walking contentedly hand in hatul 
down the platform. 

The first part of the journey lies through the Delta and the desert 
to the Suez Canal at El Kantara, not far froiu the spot where Moses 
led the Israelites across the Red Sea to the Promised t,aud. 

Not all Egypt looks like one of those lurid lithographs of purple 
sunset and palm-trees with a line of camels walking across the sand- 
dunes. The Delta gleams with bright subtropical fields of wheat and 
maize, cotton and tobacco, bananas and sugar cane. It has a wanu, 
moist greenness, all intensely artificial since the water flows in a thous- 
and man-made canals from the Nile and the overworked soil is forced 
into fertility with nitrates. Every few yards oxen clump stolidly round 
and round their water wheels or thresh the grain in an endless circle 
with their hooves. Every village in Egypt looks as though it has been 
bom!)ed the night before. There are thousands of these crazy unfinish- 
ed mudhut compounds all of pitiless sciualor and unbelievable dirt, 
tripliiiig weak tea in the pullman, you watch it all go by through the 
windows. Tiie fan over your head stirs the flies and dust from one 
end ol the carriage to the other. 

Your compartment might contain a couple of English oflScers going 
on local leave, a sheik in his native robes, a Polish ensign and a couple 
of Australian privates who have got into the pullman because it looked 
comfortable. The Australians are waiting with pleasmable anticipation 
for someone to come along and tell them to remove to a third-class 
carriage. They will then enquire if anyone wauls a fight. 

Kantara is the spot on the canal which the Germans liked to bomb. 
They swooped across from Crete sometimes carr5dng thousand 
pounders, sometimes canying mines. For some reason the Germans 
never really succeeded in blocking the canal by sinking shjps in it. 
They have caused delays while the canal was swept after a raid, but 
the trafific was never serionsb' disrupted. After the first year they 
found daylight raids too costly and came only on moonlight nights. 
The Haim train with Olympian indifference to all this continued to 
reach Kantara in the evening and proceeded to send its passengers 
across the canal to connect with the Palestine train on. the other side; 
just at the moment when the enemy wais most likely to bomb. ' 

There was,, of course, a black-out in Kantara and tlie business of the 
porters there achieved an added virulence and mystery. There ^^as 
one remarkable night when all the military , passengers were ^carrying 
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the same sort of leather snitcase, bonglit from tlic same army rlepot in 
Cairo. It was child’s play for the porters to get a couple ol hundred 
cases miKod up on the ferry' and then bcgau tlie long exciting hours in 
the darlrness when we roamed up and down the platform opening each 
other’s baggage in search of our own. 

At Kanlara station you saw a little cross section of the Middle 
liasl. A S'iuad of German piisoiiers surrounded by fixed bayonets 
comes matching down the platform on its wa.v to some cainjr in 
Palestine, or some ship at Suez. Quietly the y'oung Nazis whistle ‘we 
march against Knglaiid.” 'I'hey are ritiisl, well disciplined aud their 
taut young laces are full of defiance. It is interesting to see the 
reaction.s of the polyglot crowd waiting on the plalforu. 'i'lie IDuglisli 
colonel elaborately ittrus his back. The j'omig sou s-lieu tenant, who 
escaped from Bnideanx, makes some bitter sneer in Preueb. The 
Tommies exchange hani-y'ard jokes with the escort. The Australians 
mutter uupriiilahly. The Indian soldiers merely stare iu a curious 
childlike way, uucompreliendiug and indiHerent. The Arabs grin 
vacantly. 

It was not like this at all when the Italian prisoners went by. 
Once out of the battlefield, I seldom saw Italian prisoners when they 
were not fatalistically latigliiug, singing or swapping comments with 
British troops. Their altiludo seemed to he — “In the Afiicau Army 
we never got home leave and we had to fight. Now we still don’t get 
leave, but we don’t have to fight. So what the hell.” , 

Blit the Nazis created an aura of dislike aud bitterness wherever 
they went. That tense, uncoinproinisitig and almost fanatical look on 
their faces seemed to isolate them from other people. They invited 
hatred, even when they were prisoners, aud hatred made a wall around 
them. The young ones I spoke to coming freshly from battle did 
not appear to be like ordinary young people any more. vSoinething 
buuian and kindly had gone out of them. None of iho.se I .saw were 
blue-eyed, fair-haired Aryan giants, hut just ordinary little mecliauic.s 
from the Rhine and clerks from Berlin, niany of them thinuish, with 
rather a pinched look on their faces and under normal height. But 
they were unquestionably fine soldiers, these of the Afrika Corps, with 
their transcendent esprit dc corps and faith in their mission. They had 
a milUary habit of mind which made them automatic and correct. 
Clearly they thought it was a degrading, humiliating thing to be 
captured—rather as we would havefelt, perliaps, to be captured by the 
Japanese. .They took refuge in their isolation and their rliscipliue. 

So there they go, these young men, of the 19th Tdght Infantry, 
while we sit around on our baggie wailing for the Palestine section 
of the Haifa train to come in. 

If you have a sleeper from Kautara, the Haifa express is toler- 
able and easy — and l/Ucy and I were lucky. But it’s iu the rest of the 
■train thiat you get the teal flavour of the journey. Men lie sleeping ot 
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trj’iug to sleep wherever they can — on the floors of the corridors, 
under tlie seals, between the seats, and on the seats and in the lava- 
tory'. Auotlier lime I made this trip there was simply no room at all 
and about twenty of us laid siege to the locked restaurant car. We 
had no sooner broken in and settled down on the floor when a South 
African was .sick and so we stormed the kitchen and spent tlie night 
there perched ainoiig the cooking pots. 

The morning brings you to the oases of El Arish and Gaza with 
Beersheeba nearby, the place where Allenby launched his big ofieusive 
against the Turks in the last war. Then at last, toward midday, you 
creep into the promised land around Lydda where orange groves cover 
the earth and you gel the first real breath of cool air. You are not 
doing badlJ^ True, the train was due in at Haifa at 9 a.m., but there is" 
still a reasonable chance of your reaching there before dark. 

All this coast is a lovely place, rich with farmlands and lines of 
eucalyptus trees and a cool breeze conies off the sea. The Germau- 
Jewish refugees have worked hard to recapture their memories of 
Vienna. I/ittle IiiergatLens lie along the way, and they have gay sun- 
shades, string music and very drinkable beer, Haifa itself is a spark- 
ling town, and Eucy and I came into it in the late afternoon — just early 
enoirgh to hire a car and make the three hotirs’ drive above the cliffs 
into Beirut across tlie border in Syria. Beirut bad settled down 
uneasily to tlie rule of the British and tlie Fighting French. Every- 
thing had doubled or trebled in price, and the winter was bringing in 
serious poverty and hunger. . . a fruitful background for the intrigue 
that festers endlessly in Syria. Yel it was still a place to remind you 
of Toulon in tlie summer. The Eebanon shone frostily with snow 
from, above the town. The sea below rippled like shot silk. No- 
w'here else in the Middle East is there colour and light like this. 

We went shopping through the bazaars where they sell soft 
gazelle skins. We crossed the mountains to Baalbec and roamed 
among the great ruins there. We drank brandy in a bistro by the 
waterfront. We priced the French scent which had now gone np 
a bottle. We took a rowing boat out into the harbour with Philip 
Aslley and pretended to fish. We went to a military cocktail party. 

These surely are the sort of things one does on a holiday. But it 
was no good. We were still too much involved in the war. Even here 
any day they were expecting the Axis parachutists might come. The 
streets were full of Australians. 

We went off then on that hair-raising drive to the topmost peaks 
of the Lebanon where they had two hotels, one for the military, called 
The Cedars; the other for tourists called — Gbd knows why— Mon 
Repos. 

It was not easy, of course, far up there in the snow, to achieve 
comfort and warmth.. But one felt one might estpect such things as, 

17 
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say, a wall lo yoin- bedioom and a chair lo sit on : these things were not 
necessarily part of the “seivice extraordinaire” at Mon llepos. The 
place was a "paiadis des sports d’hiver”—inst that pure and simple, 
and yon conld ask for clean sheets lo he thrown in as well. 

We were not over-opliniislic as we drove np to the ramshackle 
door, between ten-foot walls of snow. Two departing guests, both 
strong physical types, hntried up to onr cat enquiring, ‘Ts this the car 
to take us back to Beyrout? It is? Thank God.” We asked them what 
they meant, but they merely looked at us darkly, bundled their luggage 
aboard and departed down the nionnlainside. The manager, a dark 
little Egyptian, then approached and announced that our bookings 
were invalid. We would have to go away at once, he said. The 
“service extraordinaire” prc.sumably. We were rude lo one another 
for ten mimites, more especially as I had paid/25 in advance. Heaven 
knows the manager had reason. Abont ahrrndred human beings were 
crammed into this shed in conditions that made the soldier’s life look 
like the ultimate in riotous Itixurs'. 

In the end we were sciueezed into a cubicle with one .single bed on 
the angle of the staircase. Since the bedstead had no bedding and only 
three and a half legs, it seemed a little superfluous, but we found later 
it was doing good work in propping up the piece of three-ply that 
served as the wall. There was no other furniture. • Fine granules of 
snow, only slightly inlerrui)ted by. the cracked window, were eddying 
across the tiled floor. In the next cubicle a husband and wife were 
arguing wearily abont the hellishness of all life in war-time. 

Lrunch came in with a rush and a bang. I have no clear memory 
of what we ate on this or any other day. A kind of desperate hunger 
seized u.s, and wc ale quickly and iu silence, ignorance and loathing. I 
only remember one day saying to the waiter timidly, “Ponriiez-vons me 
donuer uu peu plus de vermicelli soupc ?” and he, replying coldly, 
“il n’y a pas de vermicelli sonpe aujourd’lmi. Vous mange/, pudding de 
tapioc. C’est tine asaielte anglaise. Voulez-vons encore cle 9 a ?’’ 

“Sure,” I said. “Give me a little more tapioca pudding, then.” 

Outside all was different. Mon Repos was perched on the lip of a 
precipice and behind, a huge basin of snow swept up to the heights of 
the Eebanoii. On the edge of Uiis basin grew the hundred or so lroe.s 
that were all that was left of the Biblical cedars of Lebanon, and they 
were still magnificent. It was pure joy to coast on skis between the 
old trunks, in and out of the sun and the shade, and so down to the 
hotel again. 

Close to the trees lay the other hotel, The Cedars, which was now 
a school for training Australians in ski-warfare. The soldiers had' been 
provided with white overalls in which to ski, and when they came to 
render these overalls water-proof the only stuE available was copper 
sulphate; The overalls came out of the proofing process a stimulating 
pale green colour. The effect of some fifty of sixty men plou'>’hing 
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about the white mountainside in pale f{i'een suits was a thing well 
worth seeing. “Like caterpillars,’’ someone said. As with the s^ven 
dwarfs they all had green peaked hoods. 

The Anstialians really enjoyed themselves. Great ringing oaths 
echoed Iroin peak to peak as they came thundering down the slopes in 
a welter ol broken skis and flying snow. With most of them it was a 
thing of muscle more than skill, but one or two were really good. They 
used to come into Mou Repos at night to buy the fluid which the 
barman laughingly called alcoholic drinks. Their faces were burnt 
brick-red by the sun-glare and all of them were bursting with health. 
Having nothing else to do with their money they put it into the Mou 
Repos fruit machine which had long been the hotel’s financial triumph. 
That fruit uiachiue was a remarkable piece of engineering. Every hour 
or so the manager would enter and extract a tiuful of money from the 
works. There was one regrettable night when three plums turned up 
and the thing disgorged eighteen piastre pieces. It was the damp air, 
I suppose, that got at the works. At all events the whole contraption 
was unchained from the wall and taken into a back room. It emerged 
again in -its old place a couple of day's later and there was no nonsense 
about three plums turning ttp after that. 

I talked one night with a young sergeant who was the ace of the 
junior instructors. He had begun his sld-ing on the wilds of Mount 
Hotham in South-eastern Australia where the bushmen use skis more 
as a means of conveyance than as a sport. His whole world was 
bounded by ski-ing. “You know,” he said seriously, “there’s a time of 
the year, especially dining a bad winter, when there’s snow all the way 
from here to Berlin.’’ I found it good to hear him say it. What visions 
he iimsl have had of bowling down off the Lebanon into Turkey and 
then ou across Bulgaria, Rumania, Htmgary and Czechoslovakia and 
through Dresden to the Uuter den Linden, I fancy he pictured just a 
Utile band on skis, a tommy-gun wrapped in bedding on the shorrlders 
of each man, and then the great adventure of hiding in villages, raiding 
Nazi barracks at night, inining railway trains and setting fire to barges 
on the Danube ; a wild fanciful dream, one of the kind that wins wars. 

On the lower slopes the snow was mushy and you had to clinib 
for an hour or more to the spots where it was icy ou the surface. .Lying 
exhausted up there with all the Syrian coast fanned out below we ate 
oranges and chocolate until we got our breath back. Then for the next 
hour we, traversed and practised christianias and snow ploughs or just 
got fed up with the drill aud plunged headlong down the valleyswith 
the sunny wind streaming through our hair. We were terribly out of 
practice, terribly, unused to climbing, but it Was gay. We stayed out as 
long as we could, putting off the grim moment when we would have to 
go back into Mon Repos for lunch. . 

There was a German Jewish ski club 'Staying at the hotel and ski- 
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iug to them was no light thing. Thes' rose relentlessly before dawn, 
men, women and boys. 'Jlliu grey morning light was jitst beginning when 
they rushed with wlioops and shonls out into the snow. Then thes' set 
o£E for the highest, most distant and most frozen peak. The rules of 
the club forbade Iheni to sing until they had reached a certain height 
and the leader kept teinorselessly hounding the stragglers on. What 
trials and endurance tests went on in the npper reaches I do not know, 
but several hours later you would hear “Achtungs” ringing across the 
luouulainside and down they would hurtle across the ice at forty miles 
an hour. 

There was one little man we called the “Brown Bomber” and he 
cither could not or would not learn the rules. His courage was 
immense, lie would poise himself at the edge of some awful gulf, 
set his jaw, plant his feet wildly apart and then launch into space. At 
first he flew superbly over frozen ruts and hidden rocks. At the end 
of the first two or three hundred yards he achieved a most terrifying 
speed, and as he rushed past one could see the fixed misery on hi, <5 face, 
for he knew the end was near. Being wholly out of control, he would 
bear down on some other haple.ss tourist coming up the slope. While 
the tourist stood transfixed with horror and the Brown Bomber croaked 
a_ warning from his dry lips, the collision would lake place. Still as 
rigid as stone the Brown Bomber would souiersauU into the air and finish 
the rest of the coirrse in a series of arcs and paralrolas like some great 
boulder that had avalanched irom the heights above. At the bottom 
he would pick himself up and trudge wearily up the mountain again. 
The stunned and frightened tourist worrki be taken back to Mon Repos 
and given a little parsnip wine from a gin bottle. 

The Brown Bomber was one of those Germans whom you can never 
really defeat. Someone had told him Ural ski-ing w'as an enjoj'able and 
even an easy sport and he was just damn well going to go on until it 
did turn out to be easy and enjoyable. He was still pUrnging madly 
into the rocks when I left. 

As for the i-est of the ski club, they would tramp into luncheon 
each day to bolt a quick meal. Then such of those who had not been 
injured in the morning’s exercises would go out again for another three 
or four hours' drill. 

It was pleasant to sit in the sun on the uneven roof of Mon Repos 
and drink beer and watch them at work. I suppose Bucy and I might 
have had more fun there than we, did despite the food and the damp 
sheets, Btit sothehow I could not shake off the feeling of the war. It 
was a continual disturbance in one’s head, an lineasy ghost that came 
and sat beside one at every quiet minute. ■ I knew I could not stay oxtt 
of it for more than a' few days While so many thiugs vyere happening. 
Then when Singapore fell, it was too much. We drove down to 
Beyrout just in time to catch‘the afternoon plane to Cairo, and I sent 
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oil a cable to Cbristiausen asking for permission to leave for Australia. 
Australia appeared at that time to be the next place on the Japane.se 
list, and niy argument for going there was that the Middle East was 
quiet and that I was born and grew up in Australia and knew the 
country w'ell. 

Noel Monks of the Daily Mail flew in from London on his way out. 
Ronald Matthews, Ted Geunock, and many others I knew had already 
gone ahead. Christiansen was at first in favour of the idea. It was 
nearly six years since I had been home and I booked my passage in 
some excitement. But then Rangoon fell, and Charles Foley, my 
foreign editor, pointed ouf that while India was in more immediate 
danger than Australia, we were understaffed there. Correspondents 
evacuating Singapore had given us all the stafi we wanted in Australia. 
So there was nothing for it but to get aboard the flying boat at Cairo 
and go off into the full summer heat of New Delhi. Sir Stafford 
Cripps on his mission to conciliate the country w'as already a da}' ahead 
of me. For some reason, I had never wanted to go to India. A brief 
visit to Ceylon years before had not excited any further interest for me. 
Gloomily I left Lucy and the baby in Cairo and set off. 


8 

March in India 

"pROM the air, India in summer is just another desert. A coininon 
brownuess covers everything. The flying-boat dumped me down 
in the centre of the country at Gwalior and that, too, is brown — brown 
lake, brown rocks, brown fields and brown villages. From this moment 
to the time I left India and Ceylon two mouths later, I was never 
really comfortable unless I was sitting directly under an electric fan 
with a cool drink in my hand. Malt Hatton and I accompanied a 
brigadier and a young subaltern up to the Gwalior Hotel to await the 
arrival of the train from New Delhi. We . had been warned in advance 
that it was impossible to find rooms anywhere in Delhi, since the people 
who had come to see Cripps had crowded it out. We felt too hot 
to care. 

We lunched off curry and that permits me one more general 
statement — not once in India did I succeed in getting any decent curry. 
Obviously I went to, the wrong places or did not try hard enough, but , 
the fact remains that it was not until I got right outside the curry' 
belt — to Ceylon iu fa,ct — that I came on a really first-class brewt ■ I got 
it at the Galleface Hotel in, Colombo, and it was a curry- of ' such 
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vintlenct: aucl natural heat that it left the month blistered for the next 
tweutj'-four hours. Here at Gwalior the cook had not even tried, and 
when I came to pay the bill the Indian waiter rejected iiiy rupees on the 
ground that they bore the liead of King lidward VII. King Kdward VII., 
the waiter argued, was dead. Therefore his currency was not valid. 

It was nry first introduction to the witch-doctory arid ignorance in 
which a great part of India has lain sleeping these past thousand years. 
I played a Gilbertian game of billiards against the brigadier with ellipti- 
cal ivory halls and twisted cues, aucl then at last we liailed across to 
the station to catch the train. 

It was just an ordinary Indian train and therefore lascinaling. 
Matt audi piled into a first-class conipartment, tookhrke-warm showers, 
and as the three fans gently blew the hot floor-dust in our faces, men 
came to sell us ivory carved models of the Taj Mahal and fans made 
of peacock feathers. There were no connecting corridors and at every 
halt bearers and servants who had been locked in their own compart- 
ment came bounding along the platform to sweep the gathering dust 
from the floor and ply us with tea — good tea. At places like Agra we 
got out aiid'walked through the restless polyglot crowds. Tlieie was 
a rich creamy smell of flowers and fruit. We observed some of the 
rites of the JSxperieiiced Biitish Woman Abroad. {She pings all the 
cracks of the cariiage doors and windows with newspapers to keep out 
the dust. Then she hoists a bxicketful of ice and su.s pends it a foot or 
two below the central fan. The air sweeps cleanly and fairly coolly oil 
the ice and there the lady sits with her tea and her copy of the 
Illustrated T ivies oi Iiulia, Knviously Malt and I went back to our 
steamy cabin and tried to read the lurid magazines we had bought in 
Gwalior. These magazines were “pulps” of the True Confessions type, 
but a local ptodxrcl. They were written in good circumlocutory 
Eugiish and the theme of most of the stories was this : The young 
Indian Student, already married with several children, is studying at 
one of the universities. He is poor. His great aim in life is to obtain 
admission into the Indian Civil Sertnee, which means wealth, dignity 
and a slice of the power of the great British Raj. He meets a girl as 
lovely as his wife is drab, as intelligent as his wife is illiterate. The 
next ten pages are devoted to describing the student’s reactions, 
physical and mental, to his new "soul-mate” — you have just got to gel 
used to that phrase “soul-mate.” The wife wants her husband back, the 
student wants to go onward and upward with his soul-male and the 
I.C.S., and. the soul-mate wants to make a sacrifice of some sort. 
Somehow, usually through a tragedy, the thing is disentangled and 
you are left with an impression of frustration and disillusionment. 
The stuff reeks with cheap sentimentality and snobbery of the most 
blatant kind. The worst of it is the sycophancy with which the 
I.C.S., and anything European is regarded. A thick treacle .of sex, 
the luscious and serpentine kind, is spread over the whole dish. 
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I remember pulling the magazines down and having a good sneer. 
After all, [ knew still less about India then than I know now. 

Nobody at that time had shown me the intense repression of 
poverty in India. It entirely escaped me that these cheap magazines 
were an expression of just one of the limited horizons which the Indian 
has been allowed to see. Nor could 1 yet see in them the inteu.se 
desire to “do something better,” to “gel out of the rut,” to “find some 
meaning in life.” It was not that I was prejudiced against India — I 
w'as merely accepting the evidence as it came along. I had no concep- 
tion then of the euormoits uphill climb that lies in front of nearly 
every child born iii India. 

We went on steadily toward Delhi, past some of those three 
thousand villages where life is so degraded and short that it is only a 
slight departure from death — villages of cow-dung and mud, places of 
no sewerage, no artificial light, no meat and very little grain, of endless 
childbirth and disease. And so into the city of New Delhi. 

It was already dark, and on the platform they laughed at the idea 
of our finding rooms in the Imperial Hotel. Nevertheless I insisted 
on driving there first. At the reception desk the clerk atiswered with 
the boredom of a man who has said the same thing many times before — 
"Sorry, we have no rooms. No, I don’t think you will find a room 
anywhere in New Delhi. Yon might try Old Delhi, bnt there is almost 
certainly nothing there either.” 

Wc were very tired after our three days’ flight aud the long train 
journey. I was asking for permission to sleep in the lotinge, when 
along the corridor came Richard Bnsvine. Richard, of course, had 
everything arranged — room, bathroom, drinks, everything. So we 
settled down to the discovery of New Delhi and the strange case of 
Stafford Cripps versus the Indian people. 

It was a moment beyond all others in which to arrive. Just for a 
few days the intensely complicated political life of more than 350 
million people, one-fifth of the population of the world, had become 
crystallized. Nearly every major parly and a good few of the minor 
ones had sent spokesmen to New Delhi. There were the Viceroy, 
Dord I/inlithgow, aud General Wavell, who composed the political and 
military sides of the two-headed monster, the British Raj. There was 
Gandhi, still the greatest personal force in India, and his followers or 
neat followers, Jawahatlal Nehru, Maulaua Aaad, Rajagopalacharia, 
Patel and the others of the All India Congress. Then Jinnah of the 
Muslims, their bitter enemy. Then the princes and the Untouchables, 
the Hindu Mahasabha, the Sikhs and the Gurkhas, the Parsees.and the 
British business men, Colonel ' Xottis Johnson, the United States 
Minister and Major-Geuefal Brereton, head of the American Military 
Forces. There were communists and pacifists,., pro- Axis groups dike 
the Forward Bloc and many, many others. , 
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Each had liis case to put to Ctipps and Ciipps had his case to put 
to tlieiii — the case for the Indepeiideuce of India niid the Defence of 
India. To give the whole Irenieiidons scene an aimo.sphcre of sharp- 
ness and urgencj', Rangoon fell and the Japanese forces began rapidly 
marching northward through Burma toward Bengal. We appeared to 
be oil the threshold of the invasion of India and the possible collapse 
of the greatest and richest part of the British Empire. 

Apart from reading one or two superficial boolcs, my knowledge 
of India was absolutely nil. Ciipps had begun his negotiations and 
somehow, within the space of a few hours, I had to absorb eiiougli to 
be able to wiite intelligible reports lor my newspaper in Eomloii. 
I decided to begin with the people I knew best — the inililary. Richard 
took me up to G.H.Q. and the Secretariat. 

Sir Edward Dutyeus, the famotis British architect, was the man 
who got the job of designing New Delhi. The British wanted an Imperial 
City, a place of spreading avenues aud fountains, of massive administra- 
tive blocks and ponderous monuments. They got it, lyiityeus spared 
nothing. The central post office went /icrv, tlie coimuauder-in-chief’s 
house went i/tere, the imperial arch at this end of the park and the 
Viceroy’s house at the other, the shops and the banks in a neat circle 
down one end of the town, the clubs and tlie resideiicos with their 
lovely gardens spaced round the curving roads at the other. 

New Delhi, as a result, looks exactly like what it was in the begin- 
ning — a set of architect’s drawings. With the possible exception of 
Canberra, the capital of Australia, which was built in almost the same 
way, it is the best ordered and most attractive city I have ever seen. 
It is a mistake, however, to imagine that New Delhi has anything to do 
with India. It still is an enormous English club, the finest in the world. 

Its very gardens and flower beds isolate it from the parched 
brown earth of India, and the hungry people of India have no place 
here. They seldom penetrate into these well-kept shaded streets. As 
we drove along, Richard related to me an incident of the day before. 
It seemed that a man of deep political feeling had hired a thing called 
a “tonga,” which is a sort of donkey cart. Upon this he had mounted 
a microphone and he drove through New Delhi shouting, “Go home, 
Cripps. Go home, Cripps.” The tonga driver had sat his seal fairly 
and composedly, and at the end of the drive had collected his fare in 
the usual way. While the incident fascinated me, Richard said that it 
had not drawn so much as a-crowd of fifty people. Rashly I took that 
as a sign that the public were well disposed towards Cripps. 

We rounded the Imperial Arch and came within full view of those 
two solid redstone bastions that house G.H.Q. aud the Secretariat, an 
extraordinary, sight. A fierce wall of heat, at least a hundred yards 
thick, was reflected outward from the buildings. Shaded wooden walls 
would ho doubt have heen much cooler, but cheap wood is unthinkable 
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in New Delhi. We went inside and met Major Peter Coates. He w'as 
still Wavell’s personal assistant and the General, lurking in the inside 
office, sent out a message inviting me to Inucheon. I handed over 
some letters 1 had brought from General Anchiuleck and went off to 
meet some of the I. C. S. bosses. They were friendly, confident and 
precise. They laid ont the Indian problem neatlj” and clearly. They 
gave one the impression that here at least was calm strength and 
foresight in the midst of this awful muddle — and as for the iiurddle, 
well, they felt that was just hopeless ans’how. Nobody called Gandhi 
a blackguard or said that Nehru ought to be clapped into jail again. 
They were very polite about Gandhi and Nehiu and referred to them 
always as “Mister.” One of these men kept repeating: “There is, of 
course, no question of arming the ' iuasses.” I was too new to India 
to realize the significance of that. What pulled my thoughts up with 
a jolt was the way in which most of them were confidently looking 
forward to the failure of Cripps’ mission. 

It was not expressly that they resented this “amateur” coming in 
to do what the British had failed to do for so many decades— pacify 
India. It was more of a settled 'conviction that there was really no 
solution to the mess. India, they suggested, would just have to 
muddle aloiig in her old way. In the meantime, they were perfectly 
open-minded about any proposal for a quick solution. They merely 
reserved the right to be sceptical. 

Nor was the luncheon with Wavell any more informative. The 
General sat in the midst of his family and the talk went round the 
table in an easy, pleasant way wiUiont touching on the political crisis 
that was raging through India. Peter Fleming volunteered the 
information that the way to tell the difference between Japanese and 
Chinese soldiers was to take their bools off. The Japanese, he said, . 
were accustomed to wearing a thong on their sandals which divided the ' 
big toe from the little toes; the Chinese were not. So if you found a 
man wdth his big toe jutting out then lie was a Jap. Dady Wavell, 
sitting next to me, said that she had found far too many servants in 
the house and was economizing. A Dutch officer and General Hartley, 
who was the Commauder-in-Chief, India, befo»e Wavell, w'ere also at 
the table and said little. I passed on the gossip from the Middle East 
and said that Wavell had been reported wounded at Singapore just 
before the fall of the garrison. “No,” Wavell said, “l wa^ed down to 
the end of the quay in the black-out and fell off. I am all right now.” 
It was an agreeable luncheon, but nothing was said that would give me 
auy sort of a clue to the situation. 

I have talked often to Wavell and seldom come away with any 
really vital information. Yet for some reason it is a most stimulating 
thing to meet him. He seems to have the same enlivening effect upon 
everyone he, meets. Eater, the American general, Bi^ereton, said to me, 
“You can say this : General Wavell is the finest soldier I have ever 
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iiiet," This was said after the fall of Sinsapoie and Java; after 
Wavell’s reverses in the Western Desert, Greece and Crete. Alone 
among; the British generals, his repirtation survived one failure after 
another. 

My own theori' is that this is .so because "Wavell is so irresistibly 
like Tolstoi’s Kutuzov. His fine heavy head, his lined and leatliery 
face, even his blind eye, give you the feeling of strength and sagacity 
and patience, though there is little in what he says nornially to .suggest 
any of those qualities. He listens intently. One feels one can tell liiiu 
everything. 

About this time I was xea.^m^^o\s\.o\'s War ami Peace and had 
conic on this passage : “How, and why it was. Prince Audrey conld not 
explain, but after his interview witli Kutnzov, he went back to his regi- 
ment feeling reassured as to the future course of the war and as to 
the man to whom its guidance was entrusted. . . T-Ie will put in nothing 
of himself, tie wilt contrive nothing, will trnderlake nothing,’ thought 
Prince Andrey, ‘bnt he will hear everything, will think of everything, 
will put everything in its place, will not hinder anything that could be 
of use, aud will not allow anything that could be of harm. He 
knows that there is something stronger and more important than his 
will — that is the inevitable inarch of events, aud he can see them, can 
grasp their significance, and, seeing their significance, can abstain from 
meddling, from following his own will, and aiming at something else.’ " 

• It all fits Wavell perfectly, or at least the Wavell I had known for ' 
the past three years. How many hundreds of officers have gone back 
to their regiiuent,s reassured after meeting him. How many of them 
have said, “It’s all right. He knows what is going on. He won’t 
forget.” Yet Wavell in nine out of ten of these interviews has done 
little more than listen. “He will not hinder anything that could be of 
use.” That semi-negative quality, in the last resort, seems to be the 
thing men want in a general. It seems to give men more confidence 
than anything else. To know that the correct, efficient thing will be 
done because the commander knows what the correct efficient thing . 
is — this to my mind has more potency than all the rousing orders 
of the day, all the baud playing and the high heroics. 

Alter luncheon, I spoke to the general of the possibility of rebel- 
lion in India. I asked if there mi^ht not be a rising to coincide with a 
Japanese attack on Bengal. “I hope not,” he said, “it may be, of 
course, but I hope not.” And he went ou briefly to discuss the situa-; 
tiou without giving any definite view. Why I found this reassuring 
I do not know ; I simply came away with the feeling that what was com- 
ing was bound to come auyway, that titer e was nothing to do about it 
except just what Wavell was doing-impeding nothing that could be 
■of use, promoting everything that would help the army in its defence, 

■ iEve Curie, who was staying with the Wavells, came in after 
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Iniiclmou and I talked for a little with her and Peter Fleming, Neither 
was very hopelul about the situation. 

1 had letters lor Lady Auchinleck from her husband. She was 
staying in the Viceroy’s house, and I went up there in the evening. 
The place resembles the other official buildings — redstoue, heat and 
all — and through some tpurk of the architect, you approach it through 
two hideous undergrounrl ramps rather like the entrance to a London 
tube station. They led me through winding corridors to a simple and 
bearrtifrrlly frrruished little room. Lady Auchinleck could never, even 
in France, have been referred to as “La General.” She was too j’oung, 
too rrnaffected, too forthright aitd loo attractive. She had been deliver- 
ing army trucks all day and was still in her sergeant’s uniform, and she 
opened our conversation with two hopelessly indiscreet remarks about 
her husband. I liked her tremendously at once, and so I gather did 
most of the other people in New Delhi. 

We went out into the garden at the back of the house and even 
now that the summer heal was withering every green thing, it was a 
breathlessly lovely place. It was huge, one of the last of the great 
gardens of the world. It had a golf course, grass tennis courts and 
big stretches of country out beyond the stables, where you could ride. 
Nearer to the house brilliant creepers hung over the garden walls and 
a pathway dotted with fountains led you down to a circular pond. Like 
the tiers of a Roman theatre tlie flower beds reached up from the pond 
row on row, and the outer circular wall was ablaze with pinks and blues 
aud j'ellows. Lawns sloped away under the trees. All this was being 
iieulialized and dried up by the summer snii; it worrld not bloom again 
until after the monsoon. 

Back at the Imperial FIoloI a strange group of journalists were 
gathering to report the Cripps mission. Philip Jordan of the News 
Chronicle had come in from Russia, and Leland Stowe of the Chicago 
Daily News, from Burma and America. Clare Boothe, whom I bad 
seen in Cairo, was looking and talking very much like the woman who 
wrote The Women. New Delhi had not been unite able to absorb both 
Clare Boothe and Kvo Curie at the same time. Apart from the fact 
that they were both highly successful, they were absurdly in contrast, 
Clare Boothe was blond?,' lively, witty, gregarious, full of highly 
coloured opinions and completely American. Five Curie was dark, 
quiet, aloof, frrll of shrewd abstract deductions and completely cosmo- 
politan. Both were very attractive and had invitations to stay with the 
Wavells aud the Viceroy. I never saw them togellier. Each went 
after the news in her own way. Dining; with , Clare Boothe, you rvorild 
discover that she had fallen heavily for Nehru’s brilliant and cultured 
mind aud, that the root of the Ironfale was the repression and hopelessly 
inefficient imperialism of the British. Dining with Evfe Curie, you 
would find that she had seen everyone including Gandhi'and fallen foS' 
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no one and that the sickness of India lay far deeper than any malady 
Ihe British Iiad caused. One could not help talking to Clare Boothe 
but agreeing with Eve Curie. i 

There were also in Delhi Sam Brewer of the Chicago Tribune 
who had flown across from the Middle East ; Inglis of the Eoiidon 
Times f who knew more than anyone else; and half a dozen Americans, 
who arrived from all over the rvorld. On Saturday night the hotel was 
a re.spleiident regency piece. Aged but definitely Parisian gowns and 
a surge of dress uniforms floated down the lounge to the dinner dance 
on the floor above. The Indian princes and their retainers came in 
with their women in jewels and saris. The leader of the baml was 
Viennese, the cabaret Eurasian and sadly European, the wine South 
African, and the food a glamorous memory of the Brighton hotels be- 
fore the war. Little potted trees bloomed with oranges on the terrace 
outside and people sat on the lawn sipping drambuie and French coffee. 
There was also the grill room where you sat on leather chairs before 
an open furnace and watched a suckling pig and hall a dozen chickens 
turn slowly round on a sizzling spit. Scores of overhead fans kept up 
the unecjual struggle against the heat. 

In the bar I used to meet a British brigadier, one of whose jobs was 
training the Gurkhas as parachute troops. Like most other people 1 
had an affection and admiration for the little Chiuese-looking men and 
I liked this story about them. The Gurkhas it seems, insisted on 
jumping with their kukris — curved knives with which they can lop off 
a man’s head with one blow. The British officers pointed out that each 
Gurkha already carried a tommy-gun, revolver, medicine chest ami 
other oddments strapped to his legs and body, and that a knife would 
be dangerous in lauding. Bitl the Gurkhas were adamant — “No knife, 
no jump.” So the knives were fitted with a ruliber tip and the Gnrklias 
came down like a hand of Barbary pirates ou the wing. 

I picked up all sorts of information round the hotel. There were 
the lads from tlie American Volunteer Group, who had been doing a 
tremendous job flying Kittjffiawks against the .Japanese in Burma. I 
talked to everyone I could about Indian politics. I found pro-Indian 
British colonels and pro-British Indious. I found Muslims who agreed 
with Hindus and Fascists who wanted to fight the Japanese. There 
were Tories who wanted to get the coimnuuisls into the Government 
and fire-eating officers who “saw something in what Gandhi was getting 
at.” There were absolute princes who were moving for legislative 
assemblies. There must have been thousands in New Delhi of 
liberal or freakish turn of mind. But for every one who genuinely 
looked toward a compromise there were millions who were entrenched 
irrevocably in their own opinions. And all around this artificial and 
unreal citadel there was this solid wall of bitterness and hatred, 
igndrance and misunders'landiue, I iound this city Mghleuinvlv soft 
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and dilatory after the military atmosphere of the Middle East — and the 
Middle East, as anyone could tell yon, was no model of discipline. I 
began to see what the I. C. S. bosses meant when they talked resign- 
edly about the Indian problem and I felt depressed when T went back 
to the Viceregal lodge to see the Viceroy on the day alter my arrival. 

It was no light thing to lunch with Victor Alexander John Hope, 
the Mariiuess of Linlithgow, and his wife. Linlithgow himself, a man 
who rarely if ever smiled, and whose ontlook, superficially at least, 
was a settled melancholy, did not design the ceremony and ritualistic 
decoration of the Viceroy’s office. Nor, I imagine, did he enjoy it 
particularly. But there it was — the gilt-edged Victorian .system, the 
orders of precedence, the flunkeys and the parade — and the Linlitb- 
gowstookit liver. You might argue that the Viceroy could have made 
gaps in this wall that hedged him off from the Indian people, but the 
choice was not entirely his. The British conservative party believed — 
and probably still believes — that people want glamour and display in 
their kings, an expression of all they might have and do if thej' were 
kings themselve.s. 

So you first took a cocktail with two or three aides-de-camp and a 
private secretary when yon went to lunch at the Viceroy’s house. They 
talked easily and informally, but one of the aides yon noticed was 
glancing at his watch. At one o’clock, I think it was, or perhaps 
1. 6 p. m. we moved in file to an antechamber of the dining-room. We 
stood round in a semi-circle, myself tlie only grrest, at the left, hand and 
near the central table. I was required to turn half right and so ijoise 
nij^self that I was lacing the double doors leading off a shaded verqnda. 
I was wartied beforehand what to do and what would happen and it 
happened just like that. At 1.10 p.m. the Viceroy and his wife, who 
must have been two of the tallest people in India, came through the 
double doors, shook hands silently, and flowed on through and out of 
the room without a word spoken. The young aide with the watch 
whipped out of his pocket a scrap of paper with a plan of the luncheon 
table, and the places of everj'body marked on it, and we all went off 
in pursuit of the Viceroy to the dining-room. 

Lunch (curry) with a brightly caparisoned servant behind each 
chair, the. Viceroy silent and intent on his port, and only Lady 
Linlithgow and myself chatting on matters that interested neither of 
us, was not a spontaneous meal. Toward the end Linlithgow lifted 
his head and began to speak sporadically and slowly about ludja. 
I asked him if there was any good book covering the last ten years in 
India which he could recommend. He thought deeply for a couple of 
minutes, then answered precisely, "No. I know of no such hook. But 
the fact that I do not know of the existence of a book, does not imply 
that such a book' does not exist,’’ 

As we got up from the table, the lime-fceeper mde whispered to mej 
"Will you go over there and talk to the Viceroy ?’’ I went off in pursuit 
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again and t/inlitligow offered nie a d^arelte and a seat hesule liini. 
There followed for the next twenty niiimles as clear and concise an 
expose of the Indian scene as T was going to gel dining all niy slay in 
the country. I disagreed with Unlilhgow’s approach lo nearly evcry- 
Ihiiig he discussed, hul his fads were there, incontrovertible, logical 
and persuasive. lie was well aware that he was the birtt not only of a 
great deal of the anti-British feeling in India, but of liberal opinion 
overseas. If it had affecLeit hi.s judgineul it had merely made him 
gloomy— -he was none the loss subtle. He worked, 1 knew, some four- 
teen hours a day, especially at this time. He had a habit of passing his 
hand wearily across his face, and this combined with the effect of what 
he was saying left me with an even stronger feeling of pessimism tlian 
the one with which T had arrived. All the paths of this argument 
seemed lo liave been trodden so often and so fruitlessly before. There 
was nothing one could suggest that had not already been put up and 
knocked down for one reason or another. It was useless lo postulate 
a re.sitrgeut India on the lines of neiv Russia, new China — the seeds of 
new life just were not there. Civil war, invasion, iutenser racial hatted, 
wider poverty — these made the future of all these helpless millions, 
unless we were very wise and strong. Even granted good luck and 
time, the best we could hope to do was to keep India intact as she 
was — to prevent the Japanese entering and the evils multiplying. 
Cripps could scarcely hope to affect the future one way or the other. 

I am not reporting here what the Viceroy said as our conver.satioii 
was a private one. lain summarizing the effect left in my mind through 
all the discitssion I had had. and the things I had seen up to this time. 
Before I left, the Viceroy traced for me the probable cotu'se of the 
coming three mouths in India, and I am bound to admit that wlial he 
said was incorrect only in this — that things have turned out a good 
deal better than he then hoped. On their general course he was right. 
Some of the blacker alternatives he suggested have yet to arise. 

I drove back to the Imperial Hotel and ordered a chola-peg and 
on second thought changed it to a burra-peg which is a double chola- 
peg and still a very small whisky. 

The burra-peg fpr a long time had been the palliative for most of 
the worries of oflicial India. Clasping mine firmly I went up to my 
room lo type a message to my paper. At the end I found it contained, 
roughly 1 per cent, of the informalioii I had gathered that day. The 
rest of the stuff was mm sable. Too complex, too gloomy. 
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March in India {continued) 

CTAFFORD CRIPPS had settled into an iiifonnal-lookiiig bungalow 

iu Queen Victoria Road. One after another, the Indian leaders 
went to meet him and hear what his proposals were. We were told 
that Ciipps would broadcast his proposals to the world in a day or 
two. After that the Indian leaders were going to be given until the 
end of the week to return a “Yes" or "No.” 

You can imagine the scene at the villa; scores of Indian journalists 
and cameramen prowling about the grounds and swooping upon anjmne 
who came or went through the front door. The local newspapers, like 
the Hindustani Times, were a riot of speculation and cartooning; a 
favourite cartoon showed Cripps with an Indian pitie to his lips trying 
to do the Rope Trick while Gandhi looked on sceptically. Another 
showed Cripps as the young man on the flying trapeze. He wore an 
agonized expression on his'face because his fellow-performer, Nehru, 
had failed to reach oitt his hands to catch hiih. Nehru’s hands were 
bound with a heavy weight. Few politically conscious people in India 
had failed to recognize the weight as Gandhi. 

Gandhi himself had telegraphed Cripps that he had no intention of 
altering his well-known views on non-violence and that he did not think 
he could help the mission. Cripps, however, sent a charming telegram 
and the Mahatiiia had arrived staff in hand like some strange white bird. 
Gandhi's headquarters were around the corner at Birla House — one of 
the lovely homes owned by the Indian millionaire, Birla. This, too, 
w.as the seal of the Working Committee of the Congress Parly, the most. 
. powerful political sect iu India. Nehru, Patel, Azad, Rajagopalacharia, 
and other leading' members of the Congress, all dressed in' white cotton 
homespun, were in attendatree upon Gandhi who, though not a pieinber 
of the Working Committee, dominated it. ' 

The incredibly thin and wiry Mr. Jiunah, leader of the Muslim 
Heague, an implacable hater of Congress, was in still another pleasant 
residence in the town. The princes, the big business men and the 
vi.siling diplomats and politicians dislribuled themselves around the 
capital iti large European houses. In addition there were some two 
hundred journalists from the Indian Press. 

For the first few days Cripps saw a steady flow of tlie party leaders 
at his bungalow. They came and went in dozens. Boys staggered in 
and out with loads of telegrams and letters from every political and 



272 


AKBICAN IBILOGY 


leligioiis party in Tuclia. Each night Cripps went oil to discuss the 
day’s dci)atiiig -with the Viceroy. There was an air ot good temper 
about the proceedings and everyone agreed that Cripps was putting his 
case with great persuasion and clarity. The papers praised his sincerity 
and agreed pretty generally that if aiij'oue had to negotiate Cripps was 
the man. There was a ctnick-silver geniality about him and he appeared 
to he full of coiiQdcnce. The day Gandhi came to see him T was sit- 
ting ill the hedroom of Graham Spry, Cripps’ assistant, and their talk 
went on so long I fell asleep. Wlien they emerged, smiling, and stood 
exchanging wisecracks at the front door, yon might have thought the 
whole lliing was settled. Here were the Knpiire’s two ablest law5'eTS, 
and just possibly two of the best actors. When jonrnalisls started lo 
aim ciueslious, Cripps answered them slyly with a phrase of Gandhi’s 
“I am keeping iny silence.” 

The press conferences at the Secretariat were even better. About 
a couple of luindred of us galhered in a large, bare room and we came 
from all over the earth, There were Chinese, Hiiidtrs, Tamils, Mu, slims, 
Trilish, Americans, Dutch, Swiss, Sikhs and Erench, and we wore every 
variety of clothing from morniug coals to while cotton robes. The air 
buzzed with a doisen different langttages. It reminded one vaguely of 
a meeting of the International Drug Coniiriillec at the I,eague of 
Nations building in Geneva before lire war. 

Then Cripps, in a light grey suit, came bnstliiig in and opened 
the proceedings with the air of an auctioneer selling a particularly good 
lot to all eager market. Questions were fired at him at the rate of half 
a dozen a uiiiuite — sometimes three or four of the Indians would be on 
their feet at once — and Cripps parried them all very slickly and puickly. 
You would hear this sort of thing: 

Targe, very black man in a while turban : If you have the luck to 
put this thing through . . . 

Cripps: Don’t talk of luck. It is a matter of common sense. 

The Turban: Well, it you have tlie luck to find tlie common sense 
to put this thing through, will yon cousider staying for another three 
mouths to assist with the arrangements ? 

Cripps : I will certainly consider it, but I am going to get an 
answer one way or the other by the end of next week. 

'Hie Turban : It’s going lobe Hobson’s choice, then. 

Cripps ; Yes. And Mr. Hobson lias got to make the choice. 

The Turban (shouting to drown two others who are struggling to 
get into the conversation) : Have you any political party backing you ? 

Cripps : I have a party of one which has the advaiitage'of ahvays 
. voting the same way. 

Not sparkling or very serious dialogue, perhaps, but it was quick 
and it pleased most people. The Indians were very shrewd and 
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pei'sisleut in their heckling, but Cripps kept his temper. The journal- 
ists liked him. He already had a good personal press. 

I called one inorniiig at the I<egislalive assembly hoping to hear 
something as there was a motion down on the adjonrument fora dis- 
cussion of tlie Cripps inissiom The building itself, a maze of rich 
mahogan5' and leather underneath the spinning fans, was as lavish as 
the rest of Delhi. Tlie assembly was moribund. As I gazed down 
from the press gallery the motion for the adjouniiiieiit was (.prickly 
srprashed and the house returned conleiiteclly to the railway bill. 

I wandered then with Richard down to Birla House, hoping to 
see Gandhi. It was the hour of the evening prayer. On the wide lawn 
orttside the hoirse many white-robed men and women were coming 
soft-footed into the garden. The women took their places on the 
grass on the left, the men on the right and Richard and I sat amoug 
the Untouchables behind. Presently Gandhi came out through the 
latticed french windows and squatted on the veranda before the crowd. 
His disciples deployed in a semicircle on either side of him. Outlined 
by the soft light from tlie french windows and with a bright moon 
rising beyond the liou.se, he looked very impressive. At the Mahatma’s 
bles.siiig, the Uutoucliables rose and left, content that they had seen 
him. All the rest lingered on in the rich, lieavily scented garden 
while Gandhi chanted his prayers in a thin, high-pitched wail. Occa- 
sionally the disciples joined in. The crowd simply sat and listened 
cpiietly in the hot moonlight. It was very soothing. After a little 
Cxaiidlii rose and tlie people quietly drifted away. 

It is just one of India’s enigmas that no one can tell preciselj'' to 
what God Gandhi prays. He is a Hindu, of course, but his faith of 
iioii-violeuce is bis own and exists for all men who will hear him. 
I felt strongly drawn toward this littife goblin-like man, who was God 
to many millions in India and increasingly the most powerful emotional 
and spiritual force in the country. All his apparent contradictions 
make no, difference. He is adored. Bven an intellect like Nehru’s 
will shelve its logic and follow liiiu devoutly. And since Gandhi, in 
addition to, being God, is a politician, I resolved to press for an inter- 
view on the following day. 

In the meantime Cripps announced what his proposals were. 
We met him briefly at a iea-party on the lawns outside the Secretariat 
and theu we all filed inside to a large domed conference room to hear 
the fate of India, 

In his clear, full barrister’s voice Cripps' read o,ut; “l am giving 
yoit this documeut for publication to-day as a PROPOSAL which has 
been submitted .to the leaders of ' Indian opinion by the War Cabinet 
and its publication is NOT the publication pf a deelaration by His 
Majesty’s Government, but only, of a declaration they wottld be 
prepared to make if it met willi a jsufficieptly general and favourable 
acceptalnce from the various sections of Indian opinion. 
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“I rel}' upon yon all to make that position abunclanlly clear, 

“{secondly,! am sure I can rely upon every paper in India and 
througlioul llie world to deal with the document with the deep serious- 
ness and responsibility it deserves. It is difficult to imagine a more 
weighty issue than this one, upon which the future, the happiness and 
the freedom of 350 iniliioii people may well depend. 

“Whatever you say as to it, I know 1 can trust you to say it with 
a full sense of its importance and with a full realization that you, too, 
may play a part in the solution of this difficult problem, by the way 
you treat the document and by the manner of your publicity. 

“I have waited to make the document public until I had the oppor- 
tunity of submitting it personally to the leaders of the main interests 
in India, and until they had been able to submit it to their colleagues. 
Now it is to be given a wider publicity and I commit it to your hands 
ill the confidence that whatever your views may be you will seek to 
help to bring all Indian opinion together and not to divide or exacerbate 
differences. 

“I will read tlie doenment to you slowly — and thereafter I will 
answer your tiuestioiis.” 

For once there was silence among the Indian journalists and the 
agents who bad been sent along bs' the rival political parties. Just for a 
minute there whs a sense of history in the air, a faint pale hope that after 
all these years of struggling and bitterness something was about to be 
done which would settle it all and bring some cbance of unity and peace. 

Slowly aud carefully and with additional emphasis here and there 
Cripps read out the declaration : 

''His Majesty's Government having considered' the anxieties 
expressed 'hi this country and in India as to the fulfilnmit of promises 
made in regard to the future of India have decided to lay down in 
precise and clear ierms the steps which they propose shall be taken for 
the earliest possible realization of self-government in India. The 
object is the creation of a new Indian Union which shall consiiiulc a 
Dominion associated with the United Kingdom and other Dominions 
by a common allegiance to the Crown equal to them in every respect, in 
■HO way subordinate in any respect of its domestic or external ajjairs'. 

"His Majesty's Covernmeiit, therefore, make the following 
declaration : 

“a. hmncdiately upon cessation of hostilities, steps shall be 
taken to set up in India in manner described hereafter an elected body 
charged with the task of framing a new constituHon for India. 

‘B. Provision shall be made, as set out below, for participation 
of Indian States in the Constitution-making body. 

“C. His Majesty's Government undertake to accept and imple- 
ment forthwith the Constitution so framed subject only io’. 

The right, of .dfty Province of British India that is not 
prepared to accept the new Constitution io retain its present constiUc^ 
tional position, provision being made for its subsequent accession 
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if ft SO (hrhlcs. With suck non-acceding l>rovinccs^ should they so 
desire. His Majesty's Government n'tll be prepared to agree npon a 
nexo Constitution giving them the same full status as the Indian Union 
and arrived at by a procedure analogous to that here laid down, 

“2. The signing of a Treaty which shall be negotiated between 
His Majesty's Government and the Constitution-making body. This 
Treaty will cover all necessary matters arising out of the complete 
transfer of responsibility from British to Indian hands ; it will make 
provision, in accordance xvith undertakings given by His Majesty's 
Government, for the protection of racial and religious minorities ; but 
it will not impose any restriction on the power of the Indian Union to 
decide in future its relationship to other member states of the British 
Commonwealth. Whether or not an Indian State elects to adhere to 
the Constitution it will be necessary to negotiate a revision of its Treaty 
arraxigements so far as this may be rcoxiired in the new situation. 

“D. Constitution-making body shall be composed as follows, un- 
less the leaders of Indian opinion in the principal coniniitlees agree 
upon some oilier form before the end of hostilities : Immediately upon 
the result being known ol Provincial Elections which will be necessary 
at the end of hostilities, the entire membership of the Lower Houses of 
Provincial Legislatures shall as a single electral college proceed to 
the election of the Constitution-making body by the system of propor- 
tional representation. This new body shall be in number about one- 
tenth of the number of the. electral college, hulian States shall be 
invited to appoint representatives in the same proportion to their total 
population as in the case of representatives of British India as a 
whole and with the- same powers as British Indian members. 

"hi. During the critical period that now faces India and until 
the new Constitution can he framed His Majesty's Government must 
inevitably bear the responsibility for and retain the control and direc- 
tion of the defence of India as pari of their world war effort, but the 
task of organising to the full the military, moral and material 
resources of India must be the responsibility oi the Government of 
India. His Majesty's Govermnenl desire and invite the immediate 
and effective participation ol the leaders ol the principal sections ol 
the Indian people in the councils ol their country, of the Commonwealth 
and of the united nations. Thus they will be enabled to give their 
active and constructive help in the discharge of a task which is vital 
and essential for the future freedom of India." 

So then it was out at last. Freedom for ludia. The exit of the 
British after three hundred years. Dohiiniou status first, then the right 
to, get out of the Empire completely. The Muslims to. have their 
separate state if they could get euotigh people to vote for it. The 
Congress to rule all India if they Could, get enough people to support 
them. The princes to retain their absolute sovereignty over their own 
states if they could get their subjects to agree. All the minorities 
given a chance to have their voices heard accordhig to their numbers. ■ 
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Everybody, in fact, to have a cliance of getting exactly what he w'anled 
and tilt: Indians to decide the whole thing themselves without British 
inLe.Tfereuee. The British were getting ont loclc, stock and barrel if 
the Indians wauled them to go. I'here was just this proviso— just 
this one all-iinportanl thing— India iimsl fight the war first and fight it 
under Eiilish lUrcctioii. 

It looked a fair enough offer at first sight. It was a big enough 
offer certainly. 'I'here was a pause for a few moments in the conference 
hall. Mans' there were old and hard campaigners for India’s Ireedoin, 
good haters of the British. Now suddenly when they .saw or thought 
they saw all the power and responsibility thru.sl into their own hands 
they baulked a little. Tlioy lic.silaled as a man niigbt do when be has 
rnn a long difficnlt course up a uioiiiilain and al the lop suddenly 
finds there is a precipice before him. It was impossible to grasp at 
once the immense repercussions of the thing, its vast effect upon the 
world. But this licaitaliou lasted only a few seconds. Then the 
f|ttestions poured it upon Cripps. 

Peeling off his coat and lighting cigarette after cigarette, he gave a 
masterly display for the next two hours, 'fliis was tlie greatest case 
of his career and he pleaded it magnificently. Hitndreds of ciuestions 
were aimed at him — some friendb', sonic clever, some hitter and some 
down right .stupid. Excited by the fateful and highly charged atmos- 
phere of the meeting, one or two hecklers became abusive. A man 
near me rose and in a hoarse voice made some sneer at Cripps’ lionesty. 
With wonderful timing Cripps suddenly halted the headlong course of 
the debate. Then he turned sharply on the interjcctor: "I will close 
this meeting if you go on,” he said. "l am entitled to cotirlsey as well 
as the Press.” There was a momeut’s embarrassed silence. 'Tlicn the 
tide of uueslious flowed in again. 

“No,” Cripps said, "you won’t gel President Roosevelt’s guarantee 
for the scheme. If you don’t trust me, yon can't trust this document 
or anything.” 

"Yes,” lie said, “the Stales that don’t want to join the union can 
form a separate union of their own.” 

“No.” he said “there is no objection to different Slates having 
different armies. " 

“It would lake about one year after the end of the war to frame 
the new Constitution ... if India won’t agree to anew Con.slitntioii, 
then we can’t do anything more for her . . . new States will be able to 
make airy arrangement they like wth foreign powers . . . there will bo 
no , Imperial^ troops in India unless the fndiaus themselves ask for 
them . . . India can decide to look after her own frontiers . . . tire British 
Government will not undertake to finance the new doniiniou.” 

^ And so on, Once Cripps launched into a concise and btilliatu ex- 
position of the relationship between the dominions and the mother 
country. When a really vital question came aloiif' he was ready 
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lor it. A man in coUou hoinespnn clialleuged him ; “You are offering 
us civil war. You are throwing us into a perpetual melting-pot of 
disintegration.’’ 

“No,”1ic answered, “I am simply giving India the chance to govern 
hersell like any other dominion.” 

I never saw him hesitate and he knew that every word he said 
would be reported all oyer the world and that the British Government 
would lie held to it. 

“Yes,” he said, “the new slates can break off relations with Kng- 
land. Once made, the British Government will stick to its promises, 
bill if the other parties to the agreement do not, the British Government 
will lake such steps as are necessary to induce them. Eveiy province 
has got to take part in forming the Constitution — to ensure this will be 
the last act of the British in ludia. We 'are satisfied that this is the 
best solution. The scheme goes as a whole or is rejected as a whole. 
If rejected, we do not see any possibility for another scheme before 
the end of this war. The end of hostilities means when Germany is 
beaten, not necessarily when the Japanese are beaten. It is impossible 
to remove British control from the defence of India at this juncture. 
Then finally— “it is for me alone to judge if there is an adequate 
uieasrtre of acceptance of the proposals.” 

It was a lour tie lorcc, a masterpiece of historic debate. Yet, 
coming out of the foetid room in the dusk, it seemed to me that there 
was going to be no easy passage for this scheme. The questions had 
revealed a mistrust and rancour which showed that the Indians were 
far from grateful for the offer of independence. It was something more 
they wanted and I could not at this stage quite see what. It appeared 
obvious to me that we were saying to the Indians, “Bight the Japanese 
now aud we will give yon all you want.” The vernacular iiress had 
been repeating endlessly and uselessly that Britain was only making 
offers now because she was in a lough spot. But were the Indians 
only bargaining for a better offer ? If so, what better offer ? There was 
something in it all I could not uuderstaud. , 

The meeting had cleared one point in my mind. It had revealed 
that if the two main parties — the Congress aud the Muslim I^eague — 
were won over to the scheme tlien Cripps would go ahead, and recoin- 
inend that it should be put into operation, whether all the doaens of 
other minorities liked it or not. So the thing was for me to see Jintiah, 
the head Muslim, aud Nehru, the leading man of Congress. But before 
I saw either of them it was essential to get to Gandhi, because .Gandhi 
iu the end was the man who was going to have most say in the deci- 
sion. Once get the point's of view of these three men audit seemed to 
me ,I would have the keys to the whole situation. • 

Gandhi sent forms in tire full boat of, the, inid-afternoon. B-ichafd 
aud I p-ot intO' our car and drove down to BIrla House. Mabadev Desai, 
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the great man’s sccrelai 3 ?, met ns al the lattieed tloorwas' and led ns 
througli a iinniber ol rich corridors to a back room and there we 
squatted cross-legged on the blue carpet. One coiner ol the nufnr- 
nishccl room was tilled with a huge and spotlcssb’ while mattress. 
On this was lying a heavj' Ivilster — one ol the t^'pe called in the Far 
East a “Dutch wile.” Letters and telegrams were spread about on the 
mattress. V/e talked with Dc.sai while we waited and he told ns that 
a telegram had just been' received from Gandhi's wile saying she was 
not well. It was necessary lor Gandhi to leave at once for his home 
in the village of Wardha and we would have only halt an hour with him 
before he caught his train. This in itself was news, ft meant that 
Gandhi had already given his decision on the Cripps propoisals. 

Once back in Wardha, Desai said, Gandhi would revert entirely 
to the simple life. He would rise at four or live in the morning and 
stalk through the fields, staff in hand. Then he would return to his 
mud hut and as the heat advanced through the day a howl of water 
would he placed beside him. From lime to time he would dip a towel 
into the water and then bind it round his head — one of the best ways of 
keeping cool. I-Ie would lake only a little goat’s milk through the 
day, perhaps a few dates as well. He would spin a little, go through 
his correspondence, dictate articles for his paper The Han'jan, and 
receive visitors. At dusk he would hold his prayers for the villagers 
outside his hut. Gandhi was seveuty'-lhree and still woiiderfttlly 
healthy and strong. 

At this Gaudhi himself came into the room, a twi.sl of white cotton 
around his loins, his black barrel of a chest (ptile bare, nothing on his 
thin sinewy legs or feet, steel spectacles on his nose. He shook hands 
smiling and teed himself up comfortably against his white bolster. 
From that moment until we left I could never quite catcli up with the 
argument or bring it under control. It was not so nmcli Gandhi’s 
quickness or his wits. Not bis really overwhelming charm and the 
amiable warmth and patience of liis pinched little face. It was more 
that from first to last he had the iremendous advantage in argument of 
being absolutely convinced that he was right. He would allow you to 
say aiiylhiug but he would draw all your remarks gently into his own 
line of logic, not brusquely or apologetically, but with reason. Time 
and again I was forced into the intolerable position of hearing him 
make excuses for me. And then he would season the conversation 
with some slight joke. I fotind myself ciuite unetjual to tins .sort of 
spell-binding. It is impossible to interview Gandhi. You have to 
argue him and avoid being trapped. 

"You were so persistent,” he said, "that I had to see you. Now 
what do you want to talk about?” 

“Your views 6n the Cripps proposals,” 

"I’m , sorry, I cannot do that,” he spoke in -soft very precise 
English, ' “I am only a private ' person. I hold no office now and 
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since I have left all these decisions to the Working Coininittee ol the 
Congress Party, it would not be right for me to discuss them. 

This was undeniable, of course, but still an evasion. 

“No,” he went on, “the onlj' thing I can talk about is my own 
subject of non-violence and that, I think, would not interest j'our 
principals in Loudon at thi.s moment. As war correspondents (Richard 
and I were in khaki) yon will not waul to discuss peace,” 

Non-violence was interesting to me just so long as the violent 
Japanese kept makiiigtip the Burmese jungles toward India but I merely 
said, ‘T think anything you can say at this moment wdll be interesting”; 
and tliere we were, he had won the toss without an effort aud we were 
entering into his own field where he had all the answers ready. 

“Then let ’us begin with China,” he •said. “The Chinese made the 
mistake of fighting the Japanese and fighting still goes on. Had they 
not opposed the Japanese, neither raising their arms nor destroying 
the crops, had they simply refrained from co-operating with the 
Japanese, then in the end the Japanese would have been defeated. 

“Carried to its logical end uou-violence in China might have meant 
the killing of the last Chinese, but I do not think it would have come 
to that. The Japanese could uot have gone on killing people. It is not 
human to go on killing where there is no resistance. 

“In Australia and America, the natives have all but been wiped 
out by while men. They, too, made the mistake of resisting violently. 
Had they not fought aud simply refused to co-operate, the white man 
would have stopped killing them.” 

I protested here. “But surely the evils of sul)mitting aud of liviug 
in slavery will be greater than the suffering caused iu keeping the 
invader out.” 

“No. If you fight you are destroyed anyway. If you resist non- 
violeutly you have a chauce of survival. There are 350 million people 
in India. The Japanese cannot destroy them all." 

■ As the arginiient developed like this, half a dozen women followers 
of Gandhi crept into the room and quietly squatted with their spinning 
on the carpet behind me. They sat listening intently as they worked. 

One or two men also came in and Desai, like an ancient scribe, sat 
perched at one end of the mattress, taking shorthand notes on a tablet. 
Desai was the man who recorded the best of the master’s words and 
printed them subsequently in The Harijan, 

"Remember," Gandhi went on, "non-violence requires an even 
higher kind of courage than violence. Yon must be just as piefiared 
to lay clown your li(e — even n>ore,.so.” 

Yes, you had to concede that. Often Gandhi’s followers had simply 
.stood their ground during the police charges and had not esveU' raised 
their hands to protect their faces from the blows of the latbis,'_ But the 
point I kept trying to make was that you do .notnecessarily die if' you 
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resist. The majority of soldiers dou’t die iu battle. They live ou — 
with a sense of liberty and achievement. 

“But what is the point of discussing this in relation to India ?” 
Gandhi said. “The people aren’t armed. What is the use of resisting the 
Japanese when they have much better arms? They will annihilate rrs.” 

“Suppose we produce as many arms as the Japanese?” 

“Then we will simply destroy one another.” 

“Tlien suppose," I said, "we have superior arms, as !• think we 
have ?” 

“Then I still will not 6ghl. I do not waul to destroy the Japanese. 
If a little child attacks me 1 don’t use my superior strengtli to crush 
it. That would not be human. It is not human to destroy.” 

“Then are there any circmimtances iu which "you would fight?’’ 
I asked. 

“No.” 

This for the next ten minutes was the pith of his argument — it 
take.s two to make a ijuarrcl. If one side won't fight, then the other 
side gives iu or at least goes away. Gandhi wouki not' admit that the 
humiliation and pain from giving in and suhmitting to the evils of 
Japanese rule were worse tliau the suffering from driving them out by 
war. He returned again to the theme that lliere were too many liuliaiis 
for the Japanese to destroy, and at last I said : 

“As far as you are concerned then, there is no hope of Cripps 
reaching a compromise, no hope of a settlement ?” 

He grinned disaTiniugly. “You are very (luick. Yon arc trying 
to trap me into talking about the present negotiations. Never mind. 
This is very delicate ground but I don’t niiud being trapped. There is 
hope of a compromise between non-violence and British iuleresls in 
India. I do not see why we cannot reach some setHemcnt. But 
there must be two compromises— one iu India along Indian lines. 
Another in Hugland along Knglish lines, if you will. You cannot tell 
people in England that you have abandoned active war in India but 
some arrangement might be made. Here iu India yon can allow the 
Indiana to meet the situation iu their owii way and that is the way of 
non-violence.” He went on : “I agree, after all, that our interests are 
the same; we both waul an India for the Indians and we want to keep 
the Japanese out. 

“Give me control of India and I will resist the Japanese, though 
not by fighting. 

‘T would let them land. Then by non-co-operation, even though 
they killed my people, I would stop them possessing India.” 

There was notiiing more to be said. I got up stiflfly from my 
squatting position and thanked him. My mind was still full of his ideas 
as we drove back to ttle hotel. The conversation had gone far too quickly 
for in.e to take notes and it is orobable that here and there I. .have 
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iiiisiiuotecl Gandhi’s words. But the gist is there — the passionate con- 
viction and the determination not to fight. I hope I have not suggest- 
ed Gandhi is a conscieutions objector. I am convinced that he is 
utterly sincere in his brand of resistance. It is an entirely non- 
Enropeau philosophy and uncinestionably it suits the temperament of 
millions of Asiatics. They do not think upon Ettropeaii Hues. 

For me the interview threw a great flood of light on the Crii‘)ps 
mission — even on the future of India. It revealed that Cripps was 
bound to fail — had, in fact, failed alreadj' and even before he started. 
So long as the British were determined to defend India by force of 
arms then Gandhi would oppose them. He regards the ordinary 
human desire to fight for tlie protection of one's home as primitive. 
He believes that human beings can be, lifted by self discipline and 
reasoning to the higher plane where they will not murder another 
or seek each others’ possessions. His method of reaching that higher 
plane is to einharrass the aggressor with pacifism, to sale him with 
one’s own blood, to impede him by refusing to draw water for him or 
offer him food. 

The British and all the belligerents were irreconcilably committed 
to the other philosophy — that if you destroy the aggressor then there 
will be peace on earth. There corrld be no compromise. We wanted 
peace througli war. Gandhi wanted peace through non-violence. 

There were two commeuls on this interview. Desai published his 
version in The IJarijan the following week and, allliongli I have no 
doubt that his text is more correct than mine, he wrote so, much into 
it afterwards that it is mote of a restatement of Gandhi’s views than a 
report of the interview. 

In England Kingsley Martin wrote a mildly patronizing coiniiient 
ill the New Siatesinan, in which he regretted on the one hand that 
non-violence was not pint into operation and on the other hand that it 
was unworkable anyhow. He pointed ont that Gandhi’s follower, 
Nehru, did not support Gandhi’s nou-violeul creed and that he was 
prepared to rouse India to fight fascism — violently. 

It was to Nehru’s house I went now to seek further light. Nehru 
had come to the actual, it not the uomiual, leadership of Congress by 
the strange route of Harrow, Cambridge and the Indian gaols. He is 
a socialist of formidable intellect, an aristocrat of great charm, a 
lawyer with immense persuasion., Except for the Indian gaol part of 
it, very like Cripps in fact. The two men were friends. They liad 
already bad a number of long talks without gelling anywhere parti- 
cularly. But Nehru had said he would fight. There 'seemed to be 
some hope in that. 

In fluent, beautiful English, he went through'il all with me, as we 
sat,iu his Etli'opean house surrounded by his Ehropean book., What 
he said boiled down to this, “Give uSrr-the Congress-r-conU'ol .noiv and, 
we will fight the Japanese for you." ' 
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Again atul again he empliasized that India woxild never be aroused 
to fight unless Indian leaders liad commaiid and were allowed to fight 
iu their own way. In other words that meant ’‘ariniug the masses.’' I 
began to see for the first time the iniportaircc of that phrase. Arm the 
masses'was the one thing the British feated to do, and for this reasim 
— they could not be sure ot what the masses would do with their arms 
ouce they got them. Some of them might even turn on the British aiul 
Britain’s allies, ft was all very well, the British argued, for Nehru to 
say “arm the masses.” But did Nehru and the other anti-Japanese 
leaders have sufficient eon (lol over the masses to organize tlicm against 
the Japanese ? Nehru's own leader, Gandhi, was against fighting. At 
most, the Congres.s could only claim the direct allegiance ol thirty 
million Indians out of 350 millions. 

Nehru’s answer to this was, “You have got to trust me and take a 
chance.” 

He said, “Bor you British, India is a foreign battlefield. We 
Indians have got to stay here whatever happens. We can’t evacuate. 
So then we have the right to defend ourselves under our own leaders. 
In no other way are you going to galvanize the people into action 
against the Japanese. We must have our sense of freedom. I am ready 
to co-operate with Mr. Jimiali and the Muslim Heagne over defence and 
we can settle our political differences later, Gandhi is out seer, our 
prophet. He expounds our long range ideal. Bui there are many of us 
who do not think that this system of non-violence is adequate to meet ■ 
the present crisis.” 

Ou the question of a separate slate for the Muslims, Nehru was 
adamant. Again and again he said, “No.” Jinnah was to him a “fascist.” 
The Congress which included both Muslims and Hindus — aud for that 
matter anyone who liked to join it at the cost of fourpence a year — ^was 
the sole responsible parly itv India. The only hope for India was unity 
under the Congress. • 

I gathered that Nehru might be willing to accept a scheme along 
these lines — first: Indians to be members of the War Cabinet in 
London aud of the Pacific Council iu Washington, and an Indian to be 
Minister of Defence in New Delhi. Second: Wavell to continue as 
coniniander-in-chief aud with his trained Europeans and Americans to 
direct tactics, but to be, under the control of the Indian Defence 
Minister, whose job also included recruiting ajid general stimulation 
of the war effort. Third,: a federal governing body to be set up at 
once in New Delhi. All States and provinces could seud jrepresent- 
alives to it and would be bound to accept the authority of the new 
federal council for a certain period — say ten years. Fourth : after this 
period had elapsed the Indians themselves to settle the future of India 
without orttside iiiletference. 

Nehru ■ himself was intensely sceptical about getting any such 
scheme accented. He saw that the British would never tutu over control 



A YEAR Ub' BAl i'LE 


283 


of defence right away, that they would not agree to the establishment 
of a brand new all-Indian government at this niomeut of crisis. And 
I think he saw, ton, that the British would not allow Congress to 
doiniiiale all the minorities, including the Muslims, as they would be 
certain to do, siuce tliey would have a majority in the new govcrmiient. 

That Hamlet-like (lualily in Nehru came out strongly as he talked. 
He could see nothing ahead but bloodshed, endless dispute and 
probably civil war. He spoke like a man who sees no hoire and ex- 
pects soon to be blotted out himself. He kept saying “So many things 
are going to happen.” His melancholy and depression were ingrained 
and chronic. He was no less sincere than Gandhi bnt his fine mind 
had gone darting back and forth from Indian philosophy to the present 
actual horror of the war and found no comfort or solntiou anywhere. 
He had thought too long, too painfully and deeply if that is possible. 
He had only come out of gaol recently and clearly he was expecting to 
go back to gaol very soon. You have only to read his autobiography to 
see how the shadow of gaol hangs over him- Silling there with him in 
this pleasant room watching his thin, sensitive face, his beautiful hands, 
hearing his soft voice, it seemed a hateful thing that this gracious and 
gifted man should ever be in gaol. It also seemed inevitable. 

No wonder that Nehru is loved iu India almost as Gandhi is 
venerated. Tike Gandhi his private life was selflessly monastic, 
almost saintly. Yet his “Huropeanism” had left him isolated nnrl 
despite the immense crowds who came to hear him he was inlensel3' 
lonely. He was a man who had no hope of ever attaining the quiet 
mind. He was destined to go on searcliing forever. 

His autobiography. Towards Freedom, is a remarkable document. 
When as a wealthy young Cambridge graduate he first went out to 
discover India, this is what he saw: ‘‘Presently whole villages would 
empty out, and all over the fields there would be men, women and 
children on lire march to the meeting-place. Or, more swiftly still, the 
cry of Sila-Raui, vSita-Ra-a-a-a-in, would fill the air, and then people 
would come streaming out or even running as fast as they could. They 
were in miserable rags, men and women, but Iheit faces were full of 
excitement and their eyes glistened and seemed to expect strange 
happenings which would, as if by a miracle, put an end to their 
long misery. 

“They showered their affection on us and looked on us with loving 
and hopeful eyes, as if we were the bearers of good tidings, the guides 
who were to lead them to the promised laud. Tpoking at them and their 
ihisery and overflowing gratitude, I was filled with shame and sorrow—^ 
shame at my own easy-going and comfortable, life and our petty 
politics of the city which ignored this vast multitude, pf senii-naked 
sons and daughters ofTndia, sorrow at the degradation and overwhel^m- 
iug poverty of India.' Anew picture ofTndia seemed to rise beftrfe 
me, naked, statyingi crushed and utterly miserable. And theit' faith 
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iu us, casual visitors from the distant city, embarrassed me aucl filled 
me with a new responsibility that frightened me.” 

'riteu as a political leader after lie had become a pledged follower 
of Gandhi and non-violence: “We looted back to find a bunch of 
mounted police, probably two or three dozen in number, bearing down 
upon us at a rapid pace. They were soon right upon us, and the 
impact ol the horses broke up our little column of sixteen. The 
mounted policemen then started belabouring our volunteer.s with huge 
batons or trunclieods, and, instinctively, the volunteers sought refuge 
on the side-walks, and some even entered the petty .shop,s. Thej' were 
pursued and beaten doWJi. . . . Suddenly I found myself alone in the 
middle of the road; a few yards away from me, iu various directiojis, 
were the policemen beating down onr volunteers. Antomatically I 
began moving to the side of the road to be less conspicuous, but again 
1 stopped and had a little argument with myself and decided it would 
be unbecoming lor me to move away. All this was a matter of a few 
seconds only, but J have the clearest recollections of that conflict 
within me and the decision, prompted by my pride, I suppose, whicli 
eonld not tolerate the idea of my behaving like a coward. Yet the line 
between cowardice aucl courage was a thin one, and I might well have 
been on the other side. Hardly had I so decided when I looked round 
to find llml a morruled policeman was trolling up to me, braiulishiug 
his long new baton. I told him to go ahead and turned my head away— 
again an instinctive effort to save the head and face. He gave me two 
resounding blows on the back. 1 felt stunned aucl my body (inivered 
all over, Imt, to my surprise and satisfaction, I found llmt I was 
still slaucling.” 

“Unbecoming," in the above is good. 

Then the following day, still at Lucknow: '‘Suddenly wc saw iu 
the far distance a moving mass. It was two or three long lines of 
cavalry or mounted police covering the entire area, galloping down 
toward us, aud striking and riding down the muuerorts stragglers that 
dotted the maidau. That charge of galloping horsemen was a fine 
sight, but for the tragedies that were being enacted on the way, 
as harmless and very much surprised sightseers went under horses’ 
hoofs. Behind the charging lines these people lay on the ground, 
some still unable to move, others mithing iu pain, and the whole 
appearance of that maidan was that of a battlefield . . . the horse- 
men were soon npoii us and their front line clashed almost at a 
gallop with the massed ranks of our processionists. We held onr 
ground aud, as we appeared to be unyielding, the horses had lb pull 
up at the last moment and reared up on their hind . legs with their 
front hoofs qniveriug in' the air over otlr heads. And then began a 
beating of us, and battering with lathis and long batons both by the 
mounted and foot police. It was a tremendous hammering, aud the 
clearness of vision I had had the evening before left me. All I knew 
was that I ha.d to stay where I was and must not yield or go back. , I 
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felt Ijalf blinded by the blows, and sonieliiiies a dull anger seized me 
and a desire to hit out. I thought how easy it would be to pull down 
the police officer in front of me from his horse and to mount up myself, 
but long training and discipline held and I did not raise 1115' hand except 
to protect' my lace from a blow. 

“And those faces, full of hale and blood-lust, almost mad, with 110 
tiace of sympathy or touch of humanitj' ! Probably the faces on our 
side just then were eejualb' hateful to look at, and the fact that we were 
mostly passive did not fill our iniiids and hearts with love for 
our opponents or add to the beauty of our countenances. And yet 
we had no grievances against each other; no tiuarrel that was personal, 
no ill-will. We happened to represent, for the lime being, strange 
and powerful forces which held us in thrall and cast us hither and 
thither, aud subtly gripping our minds and hearts, roused our desires 
anil passions and made us their blind tools. Blindly wc struggled, 
not knowing wbat we struggled lor and whither we went. The excite- 
ment of action held us ; but, as it passed, immediately the question 
arose : To what end all this ? To what end ?” 

That was non-violence in action. The first visit to the villages 
had tm ned Nehru into a missionary. The experience of the cavalry 
charges had made him an active soldier of non-violence. Now finally 
leadership at the head of the great Cougre.ss Parly turned' liim into a 
Htatestnan, As a statesman he wrote of Gaiulhi: "Whether Gandhi 
is a democrat or not, he does rcpre.sent the peasant masses of India ; 
he i.s the iiuintessence of the conscious and subconscious will of those 
millions. ... Of course he is not the average peasant. A man of the 
keenest intellect, of fine feeling aud good taste, wide vision : very 
linman, and yet essentially the ascetic who has suppressed his passions 
aud emotions, sublimated them and directed thorn in spiritual channels; 
a tremendous personality drawing people to him.selt like a magnet, 
and calling out fierce loyalties and attachments — all this so utterly 
unlike aud beyond a peasant. And yet withal he is the greatest 
peasant, with a peasant’s outlook on affairs, and with a ■peasant’s 
blindness to some aspects of life. But India is peasant India and so 
he knows liis India well, reacts to her slightest tremors, gauges a 
situation accurately aud almost instinctively and has a knack ol acting 
at the psychological moment. . . . India still seems to understand 
or at least appreciate the prophetic-religious type of man, talking of 
sin and salvation aud non-violence. . . . He is obviously not of the 
world’s ordinary coinage ; lie was niiuled of a different and rate 
variety, aud often the unknown slated at us through his eyes." This 
is the kind of beautiful aud powerful Bnglish with which Nehru talked 
to the. . ^ 

Considering that his, book is mainly a diatribe, 'agginst British 
imperialism in India,' Nehru, writes with' extraordinary restraint and 
conrtesv. Cousideriuo' how much he has .suffered, how , ,'mauy, years 
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he has spent in gaol, he has almost a divine tolerance. That he 
has acted foolishly at times, he would be the lirst to admit. He 
asks only that you will believe in him and his cause. This book - his 
whole life — is crushetl with disillusion, doubt, mental depression and 
extraordiiiarj' coniage. If someone could find the cure for Nehru’s 
sadness they might discover the next leader of India. As it was, 
during this early summer in New Delhi, Nehru could not find even 
enough hope to force some raj' of light into the darkness of his own 
mind. 

There remained Mr. Jiniiali. Now Mr. Jiniiah has no doubts at all. 
lie is a violently practical man and a highly successful lawyer, who 
saj'S he knows exactly what he vv'ants and intends to get it. The 
Hindus call him a fascist, and Mr. Jinnali has nmeh Itilterer things to 
say about the Hindus than that. In appearance he looks rather like a 
Victorian tragedian and I believe he once toured England with a 
company that was producing Shakespeare. He has a mane of grey hair, 
an eloyuent and pungent voice and at the climax of an argument 
his eyes burn fiercely. His convictions are so downright that he had 
the strength to turn his daughter out of his house in Bombay when she 
married a noU'Musliiu and he has since refused to speak to her. 

Richard and I found him reading the newspapers in his study and, 
surprisingly, his long spindly legs were encased in jodhpurs. Richard’s 
methods of conducting an interview are not mine and on this morning 
he was feeling especially belligerent for some reason. He opened the 
proceedings by bluntly contradicting Jinnah three times and describ- 
ing one of his allusions as ridiculous. Jinnah, a formidable opponent 
at any time, snapped back vigorously. Richard’s last crack had been 
really too provocative. He had said that there w'as no essential 
difference between Hindus and Muslims, which was rather worse than 
telling a Nazi that there is no difference between an Aryan and a Jew. 

“What 1” roared Jinnah, “They worship cow. I cat cow." It was a 
strong point and he had tuore. “I defile a Hindu if my shadow falls 
across him. A Hindu would not take water from my hand. We are 
utterly different.” 

When the two of them were not arguing I managed to extract the 
follonung statement of the Muslim aims. On the surface it bears a 
certain resemblance to the Congress view : 

■ He said ; “British and Indians are in the same Imat now — whatever 
has gone before doesn’t matter. But I want to make it clear that you 
are only going to galvanize a hundred million Indian Muslims into 
action on one condition. It isn’t enough for me to tell them they arc 
in danger of invasion. I have got to be able to tell them that their 
own leaders are having a say in the defence. Only on these terms will 
they give their money and spill their blood. I have never asked for 
anything more. I have never asked for a separate Muslim state imme- 
diately.' . I have ,s£dd all through these negotiations that this matter 
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can be sellleci in the future provided the Mnsliius gel a reasonable 
share of the control now. Given that control I will raise the Muslims 
to fight ; denied it we can only maintain benevolent neirtrality — which 
is more than the Hindus have done. Hindus and ourselves must be 
separate, but there is no reason why we cannot get along peaceably 
together. I simply ask that after the war a sepatate state for Muslims 
shall be established. I guarantee to protect the rights of Hindu 
minorities in the new state. They can have their own religion, their 
own law courts. A fundamental of the new slate w'oulcl he a close 
alliance with Britain. I only fear that the Hindus are using this con- 
ference to undermine tuy plans. They hope to get the power now to 
ernsh us later ou.” 

He spoke vehemeutly and with real conviction. There had been a 
time when he was himself a leader of the Congress Party and a believer 
in a united India. But now, at the age of sixty-six, he was rooted 
in his determination to get his Muslim kingdom, and all over India 
his agents were stirring up differences belw'een Hindus and Mnsliuis. 
Jinnah was as determined to divide India as ISTehni was upon uniting 
it. He feared — with some reason — he would be swamped in an elected 
federal body and so he was playing fairly closely with the British and 
was careful not to give a yes or no to Cripps until he first heard w'hat 
Congress had to say. Actually Cripps’ plan as it stood promised to 
give Jinnah almost all he wanted. 

These then, were the three main views: Gandhi’.s — ‘‘I will not 
fight the Japanese at any price.” Nehru’s — '‘’Give me control now and 
we will settle our iuterual differences ourselves later on." Jimiah’s — 
'Give me control now and guarantee me a separate Muslim stale." 

I tried then to find out what some of the other great minorities w'ere 
thinking and was plunged .at once into a maze that was just as conflict- 
ing and twice as obscure. There were the British civil servants and 
business men who surprisingly seemed ready enough for the British to 
gel out of India. They seeiued genuinely eager to get on with the war 
beyond all else. Anyway, , compensation for their lost jobs and 
property was guaranteed them under the Cripps scheme. Tliere were 
the Princes who were playing a heavy game of wait and see. The removal 
of the British meant the probable collapse of their states, their nioney, 
their huge powers. Yet many of the younger, more enlightened ones, 
foresaw that the rising of popular goverumeuts ■ was inevilable and 
were already moving toward a more democratic control. , There were 
the Sikhs, the black-bearded fighting men who had filled the ranks of the 
Indian Army for generations and they hotly opposed the plan, fearing 
that their iiidepeiidence would be taken away from them by ' other 
Indian sects. There was the Mahasabha, who were the rigid Hindu 
conservatives, and the political counterbalance to the Muslim League. 
They wauted .no comprpmlses, no interference, '^hefe w^jre the hill 
people like the Gurkhas, ..wonderful fighters, but' not 'politically 
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alive — 5 ’el. There wore the Slalintsl conunuuisls who temporarily 
supported Britain, the pro-Axis group led by the missing Chandra 
Bose,'^ the professional agitators in flie big cities, and those wore 
steeped so deeply in their hatred of British rule that they had no plan 
1)eyond tlic removal of the British. There was the great mass of 
mercenary soldiers and Indians who had pttblic jolis of one kind or 
another, and most of these, tliroiigli habit or hof)c of security and gain, 
or perhaps even tlirongh affection, wanted the British to remain. There 
were those who simi)ly feared for what might hapi)eii if the Brilisli left. 
There were the politically minded Untouclrahl who wauled to break 
the ca-Sle sy.slom. And beyond ail the.se, lieyoncl them and above them 
and all around them, was the raggc.l, hungry, helpless, apathetic and 
eontiisod mass of Indian peasants. Millions upon millions of them, 
outcasts of the world, docile followers of anyone who could lead them 
iuto some sort of life higher than that of the. beasts. 

They did not soeni to count very much in these negotiations in 
New Dellii. It was accepted that tiiey could be led or jmshed or 
.simply ignored. They were simply the rough material that was i)cing 
fashioned and apparently of no more iiuporlauce to the itoLlcr than his 
clay. 1 do not say that people like Nehru were not working for them 
heart and soul. I simply .say that Ihetr ii)a.ss will was uot evident at 
New Delhi because they had no mass will. 

There was one other figure at this strange charade— Colonel Blimp. 
1 must say iu all truth f never, met him. It was one of tlie mo.st unex- 
pected things I di.scovered in India, Blimp llouri.shcs, of course, and 
by the ihousaiicl. _ But I do uot think lie is rpiite like his public reputa- 
tiou. Those Indian Army colonels I saw were not peppery, red- 
faced and bawliiskered martinets. There were narrow men, conven- 
tion-ridden men and idle, stupid men, but no more, I thought, than in 
any government offices. One or two in private conversation with me 
flared up against the Indians and some of the women . were furious at 
the insolence of their servants. Riany of the Indians were venting 
their spleen against the Brili.sh with many little insults and obstruc- 
tions. and there were shootings from time to time. But the majority of 
the Briti.sh I met were eager to discuss the po.ssible solutions to tlie 
mess. The Indian press was allowed at that time what seemed to luc 
to be amaxiug latitude. Papers like the Hmdusiani Times openly 
jeered at the British generals in Malaya, at the Viceroy and Cripps, at 
everything British. Gandhi was leading aii active press oann>aign to 
urge the peasant not to scorch the earth if the Japanese came. Much 
piore drastic tilings than this were being dohe under the surface. 

♦ Chaiwh’n hosa, who wm Iitoailo-istiug to India from Cinrmaii lailio .ftHliimm wasi 
lopoxtQu killott 111 Au .n.ic upasH iicsAt 'lokyo this tiiuo, I.iAl<jr tlio I'vsporb wah 

aealsd. Signlflcautly Maudhi Hont n warm muHsage of cougratulatlon to IIoho’h luotliar 
and, M like telegram publleliad. ■ , ■ 
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Twice, lor iiialauce, auli-Brilish and pro-Axis pamphlets were left in 
my room, and a nttinber of fifth coUimu movements were active in 
places like Calcutta and Bombay. 

With so many tnejndices and ambitions and all pulling in different 
directions it was no great boon then for the Indians suddenly to be 
told; “Beliold! You are free. Justfigbt the Japanese first and then 
you will be left entirely alone.” It was as though a group of school 
boys were fighting when their master came to them and said, “Stop 
fighting. Weed the garden for me and then I will let you go back to 
yottr stiuabbling and I won’t care what you do to one another. You 
can all murder yourselves and I won’t interfere.” 

It was useless for lilieral and left-wing leaders in Britain and 
America to thunder, “Let India be free.” Who were you going to give 
the freedom to? To Nehru? The Muslims, the Gurkhas, the Sikhs and 
dozens of other groups would not hear of it. To Jinnah? Congress 
would never agree. To Gandhi? He was openly declaring he wotrld 
not fight the Japanese and that was the one thing the Allied Nations 
were determined India should do. Anyway, there were millions inside 
India who would never follow Gandhi. Then let all the different 
groups have their own freedom and act in their own way ? Chaos and 
civil war at once — the Indians themselves saw that. 

The same ciuestion and seemingly impossible difficulties arose 
over the now vital problem of control of defence. To what Indian could 
the control be given ? How could you get a group of these bitterly 
antagonistic leaders to act together ? How could you be sure they 
would fight not Lheiuselvos hut the enemy ? This was the crux of the 
matter tliat was agitating Cripps’ mind. 

No, despite all the clamour for the ejection of the British and the 
freedom of India, the thing Indians really needed was a settlement of 
their internal disputes and the more intelligent of them saw this. They 
wanted India to be free for peace, not free for internal war. And in 
the minds of many the Cripps plan was merely a plan for war against 
the Japanese now and war among themselves later. 

So they hedged and stalled. Each political group tried, to score 
off the other. Again and again the delegates went back to Cripps’ 
bungalow with new proposals, new ideas, new compromises. Cripps 
on his side agreed to shift ■ his ground slightly and he wired sugges- 
tions to London for an altetalion of the oril^iiial draft. _ The Congress 
were insisting ,ou a larger share of defence control immediately and 
Cripps tried to get it for them. 

A number of other people' now began to come forward to see if 
they could help in reaching a compromise. Colonel Louis Johnston, 
President Roosevelt’s personal representative, arrived from Washing- 
ton, a large and vigorous man, He knew very little about the Indian, 
problem, but he was politically tactful and naturally well disposed 
toward both Indians and British. Marshal Chiang Kai-shek, who had 

19 ' 
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recently visited New Delhi with bis wife and whose battle against the 
Japanese was nmch nearer to Indian hearts than any other foreign war, 
sent a letter to his friend Nehrn. General Wavell was drawn into the 
consnltatioiis to define just what defence powers might be handed over 
to the Indians. 

All these interventions werehelpfnl. But then Dord Halifax, the 
British Ambassador in Washington, who as Irwin had been Viceroy of 
India, tlecided to make a speech. There was nothing very provoking 
in his hoiuily, hut he used such archaic expressions as ‘the ancient 
treaties between Brinces and the Kiiig-Kuiperor” and for some reason 
this maddened the Indians. Halifax to them was the embodiment of 
British ImperiaHsm and they kept saying petnlanlb', “Why is he 
interfering?’’ “What has it got to do with him ?” Halifax presumably was 
doing no more than try to clarify the issues for American public opinion 
which had long been sympathetic to India’s demands for freedom. 

The speech would have done no harm but that that well-known 
tame while elephant British Propaganda came blundering in on the 
scene. With the same heavy footed lack of subtlety the comments of 
the American newspapers were given wide distribution in India through 
Reuters. The Americans, hearing that the British had offered India 
her freedom, came down with a bang on the British side and lectured 
the Indians severely for failing to grasp the hand, some offer. So, of 
coxtrse, did Fleet Street. 

No one can blame the Indians for being irritated. To ask a man 
to lay down his life for you and then lecture him on his want of a 
sense of duty — uo, it wasn’t very good propaganda. To hell with you, 
said the Indians. 

A number of people suggested to me that a section of the Oon- 
servative Party in lingland was deliberately trying to sabotage Cripps, 
whose popularity at this time was enorjuou.s at lionie. They .said the 
Tories feared a New Social!, st {loveriimcnt itnder Cripps. Other.s 
answered this by saying that the war and the Indian problem were too 
vital to be baulked by party politics. I do not know. 

In Delhi now' we coxtld only wait while the tide of conferences 
went on and on and the slew began to thicken and grow cold. Wavell 
had asked me to fly down with him to the Burma front with Peter 
Fleming, a wonderful opporUxnity, but I dared not Icavei New Delhi at 
that moment and as a result I never got to the Burma front. Instead 
Matt Halton, Philip Jordan, Richard and Sam Brewer and myself 
relaxed with a little local sight-seeing. 

We drove down to Shah Jehan’s lovely palace bes>ide the Jumna 
River at Old Delhi and walked through the corridors where the marble 
was so finely shaved that it admitted the light and where cool stream^ 
once flowed over corridors ol gold and silver studded with jewels. We 
Went, of course, into the room of the Peacock Throne and read the once 
i^gnificeiit arrogant and now merely ironic inscription: ' “If there 
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is a Ttaradise on the lace of the eartli, it is this, oh, it is this, oh, it is this.” 

Close hy the British troops had once turned one of the jewelled 
antecliainbers into a cookhouse and the delicate marble lattice work and 
the arched ceiling were blackened irrecoverably with cooking smoke 
and Intrht fat. The silver plates had been tirised from the walls with 
bayonets. 

We drove all one day to Agi'a and the Taj Mahal and though its 
great dome was under scaffolding and machine-gnu fire sounded across 
the water buflaloes in the river it was the same breathlessly beautiful 
tiling I have always wanted it to be. It did not matter much that lyord 
Cttrzon’s presentation lamp had mined the interior — tlie interior to me 
is a Int like an ornate municipal baths anyway. The building seen from 
a distance floated serenely lit the midday heat and one felt grateful 
and rested. All the way back chipmunks lolloped across the road and 
monkeys scattered through the trees. The peasants were threshing 
the crop and the blown husks made an amber light among the trees. It 
was a restful day. 

We got back to find that it was all over. Congress had come out 
with a flat demand for a congress-dominated Indian Government and 
control of defence right away. Cripps said that all this was something 
new, something impossible which they had foisted on him at the last 
minute. The Congress leaders said that Cripps had gone back on his 
word and hecome part of the intransigent British imperial machine. 
'I'here was much bitterness. 

Cripps was leaving on the following day for Kugland — ^his mission 
a failure. First he hehl a dismal little press conference and lie showed 
us his filial reply to Congress : “Nothing further could have been done 
hy way of giving responsibility for defence services to representative 
Indian memliers without jeotiardiziug the immediate defence of India 
under the cnuimatider-iu-cliief. . . . The real substance of your refusal 
to take part in a Notional Government is that the form of Goveniment 
suggested is not such as would enable yon to rally the Indian people 
as you desire. 

“You make two suggestion.s. First, that the Constitution might 
now be changed. In tliis respect I would point out that yon made 
this sugge,9lion for the first time last night, nearly three weeks after 
you had received the proposals, and T would tether, remark that every 
other representative with whom I have discussed this .view has 
accepted the practical impossilnlity of any such legislative change in 
the middle of a war and at such a moment as the present. 

“Second, you suggest, ‘a truly National Government’, be formed 
■t^hich must be a 'cabinet Government with full power.’ 

'.'Without, constitutional changes of the most complicated character 
and on a very large scale this would not be possible as you realize, 

“Were such a system to be introduced by conventibn under the 
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existing circuiuslauces, the nominated cabinet (tiominated presumably 
by the major political orgaimalions) would be responsible to no one 
but itself, could not be removed and would, in fact, constitute an 
absolute dictatorship of the majority. 

“This suggestion would be rejected by all the minorities in India 
since it would subject all of them to a permanent and autocratic 
majority in the cabinet. Nor would it be consistent with the pledges 
already given by His Majesty’s Government to protect the rights of 
these minorities. 

“in a country such as India where communal divisions are fitill so 
deep an irTe.spouSible majority government of this kind is not possible.” 

Cripps added, “I received the reply of Congress, ... at seven 
o’clock last night. It made it clear that the working committee were 
not i)repared to accept tlie scheme or to enter a national government. 

“As a result of this and other answers, I have had most regretfully 
to advise His Majesty’s Government that there is not such a measure 
of acceptance of their proposals as to justify their making a declaration 
in the form of the draft. 

"The draft is therefore withdrawn and we revert to the position as 
it was before I came out here. 

“Though perhaps. noLguite to that position. . . .Although we must 
for the moment agree to differ there is no bitterness or rancour in our 
disagreement. There has been a large and very important area of 
agreement. 

“The present and the future press upon us and must be faced. 

"India is threatened.; all who love India— as I love India and you 
love India — mnst bend our energies, each in his own way to her im- 
mediate help . . , .We have tried our best to agree — we have failed. 
'Never mind whose fault it is, let me take all the blame if that will help 
in uniting India for lier own defence.” 

It was a gloomy meeting. 

fiomeone asked, “What happens now ?” 

Cripps answered, “Nothing. The offer is simply withdrawn and 
I do not think we will be able to make another one. Tlie position is 
just as it tvas before I arrived.” 

His smile was gone. He looked tired. It liad ben a tremendous 
blow to his prestige in England, at a time when he was being spoken of 
as the next prime minister. One fell a little bitter for him. He had 
tried so hard. 

Nehru had his final say. We all went down to a shady garden on 
the outskirts of New Dellii. A coloured niarriuee had been erected on 
the lawn and there we gathered round Nehru who had niountcd a plush 
arm-chair hi the, centre. Cool lemon driuks and little savouries boutid 
up in vine leaves came round as the conference went on. It went on for 
two and a half hours aud was in its way a masterpiece of dialectic. 
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Nelirti was someliiiies acid, eveu spiteiul, but liis soft, friendly voice 
went oil aiid on piling up point after point with nice logic. He had the 
almost impossible job of explaining that on the one hand he was cleter- 
niiued to repel the Japanese and on the other was eciuallj'^ deteriuiued 
not to help the allies do anything about it. 

He said it would have been quite possible for the British Govern- 
ment to pass in twenty-four hours a short bill of hall a do7,eu clauses 
giving India independence ininiecliately. He said the British proposal s 
were iieliulous and that the powers offered to the Indian defence 
Hiitiister were ridicnlotts. 

He said, “l swallowed many bitter pills in order to come to an 
agreeinenl. I wanted to mobilize hundreds of millions of Indians. We 
were not going to surrender. We were going to mobilize a citizen 
army. I could have doubled and trebled Indian production. There 
would have been bell to pay lor anyone who didn’t work and that 
would have gone for both Indians and British from the Viceroy down- 
wards. There would have been no question of this bnsiuess of four- 
o’clock tea and dress for dinner at eight — that is not the way to fight 
a war. We would have been in a much better position than China to 
raise a citizen army. They couldn’t see that in the stifling atmosphere 
of New Delhi. The British have an attitude of complacency peculiar • 
to no other people. They say ‘Vou are not only wrong, you are damn- 
ably wrong.’ All Cripps would .say about the citizen army was that it 
was a matter for the comniauder-in-chief to decide. But he did give us 
the impression that the Viceroy would not interfere with the National 
Indian Government. He admitted that the India Office was an 
auachrouism. But we were suddenly astonished to find that all these 
assumptions on which we had been arguing for the past ten days were 
wrong, Cripps suddenly became much more rigid. He had probably 
been pulled up by his senior partners in Doudon, He now made it' 
clear there would be no change in the Viceroy’s position. To talk of 
the tyranny of the majority rule is amazing fantastic nonsense. 

“I cannot tolerate that I should sit idle while the battle for India is 
fought between foreign armies. I am not going to give in to the British 
but much less will I give in to the Japanese. It would be a tragedy if 
Germany and Japan won the war. We could have broken the British 
war effort here had we chosen to do so, but it is no use jumping from 
the frying-pan into the fire." 

And so on. I have bound together here only a few^ of the things 
that were said in a long, rather rambling but biilHant discour-se. The 
central thing was the hopeless disagreeiuent on every major point and 
even on the interpretation of the negotiations. 

These differences from that day forward began to increase and 
deepen. Three months later Rsjagopalacharia who favoured co-opera- 
tion had left iiis colleagues, but the remaiiidet of the Confess 
committee' did the thing which, Nehru had said he would not do— ra 
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campaign of civil disobeilience was begun, b'lmr monllis later Gaiullii, 
Nelini''and the re.sl, some luriulrcds of them, were arre.sted. The 
great holies that Cripps had raised weie finally broken and Iniried 
nudergronud. 

Could Cripps have siieeceded? I am convinced nol. Ilis mission 
was based on the belief that the Indians could be brought together by 
persuasion, which was imiiossible; tliat they wanted to fight the 
Japanese, \vhich was doubtinl; that they were strong enough to decide 
their own fate, whieh was not true. 

At the risk of being boring, let me repeat: Give the biggest party, 
Congress, its citi/cu army and the oontrid. What then ? Would the 
Muslims, the vSikhs, the Gurkhas — the bulk of the anti-Cmigress men in 
fact — obey Congress? No. Would the citizen army fight? Some like 
Nehru said Yes. Some like Gandhi said No. Others again like 
Chandra Bose would prefer to use the army on the side of the Japanese 
against the Allies. 

The British had committed terrible fanlts and created terrible 
grievances in Tiiclia. But they had ruled there and kept the people 
together for centuries. Remove them suddenly. What then ? The 
answer was pretty clear — ^civil war. It had happened so often before. 
. The history of India is the history of barbarian tribes and diotators 
crossing the frontiers and annibilalhig the soft people of the plains. 

Take it from the Indian point of view. Would the Japanese lie 
belter masters than the British ? No, on the whole nol. Gandhi .said 
that the lot of the peasant couldn't be more deba.sed under any 
other government, but most of the others were agreed that the Japanese 
were a worse menace to freedom than the British. 

Take it from the British point of view. Could they entrust to 
doubtful allies the security of the allied laud, sea and air-bases in India? 
Could they risk exposing' China’s flank? Already the incoming U.S.A. 
forces were complaining that the indecision of the politicians was 
•hampering their operations. 

If the Cripps mission had revealed anything it was probably that 
the Indians or at least a part of them would only combine under some 
strong armed direction, probably from outside. Despite Nehru’s view, 
inside India most, of the forces appeared to be moving toward dis- 
integration. It seemed cleat that India would fight only under the 
control of the allies and woiild peacefully settle her own differences 
later only under the compulsion of the victors. Perhaps that was the 
solution of it all-— a combined British, American, Russian and Chinese 
Commission to meet and settle India’s problem. Such a commission 
at least would remove the charge that Britain was legislating in her own 
interest. 

; In the iheantime Cripps was beaten by passi'ye resistance~by that 
mass of weak, helpless, hesitating humanity, that lies, layer on layer, 
dike a'l/bndon fog, so that the deeper he went down into it the more it 
gave wa;y in front pf hiin and closed in behind and got darker. He could 
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Wtid no foothold in this slippery space. No Indian came forward with 
a slroiiK cuonRh will. Quarrelling, nucerlain and ambitions, the Indian 
leadcis failed both n.s and tlieinselves. 

No one can criticize them loo harshly. Many of the fanlts lay 
with the Ihilish administration in the past. The system we had built 
lip w'as 111)1 strong enough to meet a crisis and retain the goodwill of 
all the peoi)le at the same lime. Somehow the Indian war effort had 
to be pushed on in spite of the politics. It rolls on now, immense, 
slow, imperfect, but still a major factor ill the war. It has increased 
trcmeudoiisly since the Cripps atfair and is still increasing. Tlie huge 
Jndiaii iiiercenary army — the men who know no politics and have 
accepted British rule— is fighting and expanding as it fights. I for 
one am convinced that India can go on under British rule in the same 
way until the war is ended. It is a bad way but it seems to be the 
only way. After the war, the British will go. That is inevitable. 
And unle.ss an Allied control steps in, unless the world develops a 
conscieiiec for India, the exit of the British will create such a mass 
misery, such a chaos of want and uuhai>pine.ss and death as even this 
war has not created yet. 


10 

April iri Ceylon 

T^HAT, meanwhile, about the Japanese invasion of India? It wag 
going forward stirely enough. General Alexander had been 
rushed out from Knglatid to take over the Burma commaud and lie 
had arrived just in time to abandon Rangoon. No one niau at that 
stage could have made auy difference. Another melancholy British 
retreat was beginning up the Irrawaddy River and it was the same 
story of local tinislings rising to join the invader, of too little equipment 
and of the wrong sort, of poor communications, of not enough air 
support, of a slow-moving European Army encumbered- by its baggage* 
Burning docksides and broken bridges marked the ending of British 
rule in Burma and the opeuing of the gateway into India for the 
Japanese. 

General Stillwell of the United States Array had taken an allied 
command on the left flank of the retreating British, and a few small 
Chinese divisions were sent in from the direction of the north Thailand 
border,?, ' ,But thi^ could only delay the Japanese, Step by step they 
pushed on throueh the heat, living on pills and the country. In. the 
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confusiou of the relreaL the enemy was al>le to sinit[><*Ie small t>'i'Oups 
of riflemen into the allied lines to cause diveisions, and suiiiers were 
constantly taking the British in tile rear. It was the sad stoiy ol Malaya 
oyer again — endless iutiltration by the Japanese. We hail anti-tank 
gnus and even some ariuonred vehicles, hut the Japanese used 
no tanks. 

Mandalay at last went np in flames, and then finally kashio, the 
termiiuis of the Ifunna Road, 'i'he Road was cut and China, after five 
years ol indomitable detence, was isolated from the laud-borne supplies 
of the outside world. There had not been a blacker moment in Ihe war 
of the Far East. Calcnlta, I'atauagar and the hulk ol India’s heavy 
industry lay within bomhing range and exposed to Immediate attack. 
Something like half a million refugees had already poured northward 
from Calculla into the teeming valley of tiie Ganges and these were 
joined now bj' streams of homeless, bewildered people aiul tired 
soldiers coming out of Burma. The feeble Allied air link with China 
from Calcutta to Chungking was almost breaking and everywhere to 
the east of Bengal the Japanese air force had control. 

Even this was not all. The Andaman Islands and then the 
Nicobars, both Indiaii-admini.strated territory, fell without resistance 
and the Japanese fleet bur.st into the Bay of Bengal like a cyclone. 
Allied freighters plying np the eastern reaches ol India to Calcutta 
were like so many fish caught in a ponvlful of sharks. Adoxanships 
went to the bottom within the space of a few days. 

A considerable British fleet, probably the large.st that Imd ever 
been seen in these wmters, put to sea but was unable to bring the 
Japanese to battle. Instead, the aircraft carrier Hermes and two 
cruisers, Dorseishirc and Cornwall, and the Australian destroyer 
Vampire, were caught by enemy naval aircraft in the Indian Ocean 
and destroyed without our being able to make any notable reply. 

There were at least three aircraft carrier, s operating with the 
Japanese aud these now sent out the first raids on to Indian soil. 
Cocauacia and one or two other places on the east coast were bombed, 
not seriously, but badly enough to panic the frightened people. From 
Madras there was a wholesale evacuation, and while refugees .packed 
the roads inland and the railways were strained to the point of dis- 
organization, the ordinary life of Madras itself was almost at a stand- 
still. For a few days food was difficult to get and even transport was 
disrupted in the city. Shops closed their doors and the wildest 
rumours of parachutists aud bonibiug raids spread up and down the 
peninsula. From top to bottom the Japanese dominated the Bay of 
Bengal. The stage was set for invasion, fast, deadly and violent. 

Then, abruptly, from, out of .the blue sky, a great aud good thing 
happened for the Allied cause. The Japanese raided Ceylon. They 
fell upon the fuelling depot of Colombo in the west of the island 
and the naval base of Triacomalee in the east. Nearly one hundred 
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Japanese aitcrafl were blown ont of the sky. They were blown tip so 
Ihoronglily that not a single Japanese airman was lecoverecl in Ceylon. 
Very few of the raiders got back to llicir ships and that meant that at 
least two enemy carriers had c|nite insufficient aircraft with which to 
carry on. For the first time in mouths here was victory, clear, sharp 
and conclusive. U was the first sign that the Japanese had begtin to 
reach the limits of their dynamic series of conquest.s, that here at last 
was force to arrest them, that the rot in the British lines was stopped. 
Ill its very minor way, this was as important to the Far East as the 
Battle of Britain had been to Europe. 

The Japanese never returned . Their fleet cleared out of the Bay 
of Bengal, probably to refuel, possibly also because the United States 
raid on Tokyo had raised such a scare in Japan that it was felt that the 
warships were needed nearer home. 

The real significance of the raid on Ceylon was nowhere realised 
at once. It was believed to he the prelude of the invasion of the island, 
and my paper naturally ordered me to Colombo'at once. Invasion ox 
no invasion it seemed to me that here was a wonderful chance for 
British propaganda. The attack had come at the end of a long list of 
British reverses and right in the middle of the Cripps negotiations. 
Half of India was in a slate of nervotis tension. Many believed that 
India would become a battlegi'ound within the next lew weeks. Snrely 
here, if ever, was a chance to restore confidence. Pictures of the 
wrecked enemy planes should be rushed to the mainland and dis- 
tributed to every newspaper. Some of the wrecks themselves should 
be crated and sent over at once to be displayed to the jittering crowds 
in Bombay, Madras and Calcntla. Newsreels should carry the story 
to the niillious who attended India’s vast number of cinemas. The 
successful British pilots should be interviewed and put on the air. Any 
catjtured Japanese should likewise be photographed and displayed. 
The people should hear of this victory and bear of it fully. 

In New Delhi I prodded the old white propaganda elephant gently 
and he stirred just slightly. Any new-fangled nonsense about dis- 
playing aeroplane wrecks or broadcasting pilots’ stories was, of course, 
out of the question. Similarb’’, it was quite absurd to suggest a special 
plane to fly to Ceylon, Man alive, weren’t we short enough of aircraft 
for operational purposes as it was? However, if I liked to get myself 
down to Bombay an air priority (B) would be arranged on the civil .air 
line from there onwards. 

Richard and I went to the station at Old Delhi and set off. We 
waited precisely ten days in Bombay before we got on an aircraft^ for 
Colombo. The, story was a little tired when we collected it a fortnight 
after it had happened, Cripps had gone home long since, anyway. 

, Yet it was an amusing journey.' From Delhi to Bombay we travel- 
led in, a wonderful blue upholstered compartment in the air-conditioned 
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caniage. The air-coiiditioiiing came from Inigc l)lock,s of ice llial wen* 
shovelled into a sort of bin under the floor. As the Liaiii moved 
forward the warm air cunrsed over the ice and blew a .strong and reire.sli- 
ing dianght into the eoniimrtment above. Kxeept that then* were .still 
no eoriidors and one got Irapped between stations in the stterniiy 
tesVamanl ear, it was the most comfortable Iraia in which I have ever 
travelled. 

There was one qnite unforgettable pleasure at a wayside station. 
Heavy tluriider clouds were gathering in the late afternoon as wv came 
to astainlsLill. , Do/eiis of iinmkeys were careering about the platform, 
both the old and flea-bitleu sort, and the young and eoinic that clutched 
at their mothers’ backs. Peacocks perched majestically on the lower 
branches of the trees and many liny’- birds were in the air. A tierce 
Tibetan dog leaped from the train and pursued the monkeys here and 
there among the flower beds on the platform. On the mud roads 
heyoud, the swarming life of India went along, men, women and 
children and bullocdrs. 

Suddenly the storm liroke. 'Raiu fell on the tired over-healed earth 
like machine-gun bullets. In one wild screaming Intivst the monkeys 
scattered to the ireetops ; the peacocks binichcd their plumes against 
the storm ; the dog, tail between its legs, came Imck; and everywhere 
the natives ran helter-skelter for the sparse protection of lire trees, It 
was all over in a few mhintes. All the west went into a crazy vi,sion 
of sunset colour, red.s, greens, ambers and pinks with a rainbow 
amongst it, and from the earth a rich, clean smell came out. Tlie air 
w'as washed clean. Standing in the door of the carriage 1 look one 
deep breath after another, and felt suddenly a Ireniendous physical 
affection for the country. lyong afterwards, in the thick of a vile 
saudslorm in Bgypt, I remembered that niomeut, and it recurs in my 
mind at any time now when I am hot and bored and tired. 

Then Bombay, b'or some reason I dislike tlie big p,)rt,s — Bordean.'t, 
Marseilles, Naples, Alexandria — they are all the same to me, and I clicl 
not expect to enjoy Bombay. But for Bob Stirason of Uie Times ol 
India and liis wife and their books ami their pleasant flat besiile the 
sea, I would have bated it. We stayed, inevitably, at the Taj Malial 
Hotel, which, like most hotels in India, was crowded. No one had heard 
of our air priority to Ceylon. The air priority had to l)e fixed in New 
Delhi. It was impossible for, a civilian to telephone New Delhi, The 
only way to telephone was to put in au official call through one’s own 
unit. There was no officer of my unit in Bombay. Anyway, the two 
or three three-seater machines that were the only regular air-liuk with 
Ceylon were booked with “A” and "Super” priorities for days aliead. 

Unknown to us, GeueralWavell had very kindly . seut a message 
to Admiral Somerville, the Cohimander of the. Fleet, requesting 
facilities for us. We only discovered this by accident when we met 
the 'Governor; and by then the fleet had’sailed. 
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Twice we drove out lo Jiihu airlielcl in the early morning, and 
tried lo gel aboard tlie R.. A. P. bombers wliicli were being rushed to 
Ceylon, but Lbey were all overcrowded. We did not lilie lo risk gelling 
aboard Ihe soutli-borind trains whieli were still running hours, even 
das^s, late. Tl miglil have taken a week by train. 

We killed Ihc lime l).v going lo the movies, by tda5’ing endless 
billiards in the Bombay Yaclil Club, by swimming and by arguing witli 
the aulliorilies. The seething masses in the Bombay mills bad no| yet 
felt the backwash of the Cripps breakdown, and things were prettj' 
normal. 

I used to watch the vultures iu the distance. Circling round and 
xonnd in the humid air, they followed thePaisee funerals down to the 
Towers of Silence. On the heights of the lower, so I was told, the 
bodies were stripped and laid out upon a grill. Then, like squadrons of 
dive-bombcis, the vtillures would hurtle dowuw'ard. “It lakes them 
just twelve minuLea to strip a body," Slimson told me with relish. “The 
hones fall through the grill ou to a great heap below. It’s very clean 
really.” 

A minor strike broke out. ' During the luncheon hour at one of the 
mills a policeman ordered the men away from the place where they were 
eating and kicked over one of the men’s luncheons. At once the workers 
flared up. Tliere was some shooting and a baton charge, It was the 
first rumbling of the storm ahead. One mortiiiig I saw the strikers 
niarclt through the town. They were more sullen than belligerent. In 
the back street,') the rrsual roligiorts processions went by and this was 
the time of the year when the weather was at it,s worst ,and people’s 
tempers were frayed. vSomeone would throw a stone at the Muslims 
as they went past and then it would start. 

At night it was more of a blue-out than a black-out and there were 
occasional beatings-up. Several limes we came on drunken sailors 
lying on the pavement, their pockets stripped. The harbour itself was 
crammed with ships and some of them had been lying there for weeks 
waititig to be unloaded. Hold-ups among the dockside labourers and 
the general nmddle of war was making this a crucial bottleneck. 
Through this one port, the bulk of the overseas supplies for Ckina, as 
well as India, was flowing or supposed to flow. The protection of the 
port at that time was'pallry. For the first lime during my stay a lew 
ack-ack guns were mounted on the waterfront. Hundreds of thousands 
(jf Bombay people had evacuated. 

In the clubs an endless debate went bu. What Was going to 
happen? The clubmen lay back on those rush-bottomed easy-chaifs 
which bear the remarkalfle name of “Bombay fornicators” and studied 
the matter carefully through the bottom of au upturned glass. There 
appeared to be three theories, The first was that the Japanese would 
make a series of landiup^s at Calcutta' and Madras. The second was that 
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lhe5' wotikl iuvacle Ceylon. The lliird was that they would by-pass the 
peninsula altogether and land at Kaiachi and Basra in order to link up 
with a Geiiuau offensive coining through Byria and the Caucasus. 
Few at that time discussed the fourth theory — that the Japanese 
would abandon their outward expansion for the time being, and, wlieel- 
ing east from Burma, coiiceutratc upon China. They were held already 
in Australia. 

One of the worst things about these agonizing days of waiting was 
that we had to reject invitations to do other pleasanter things. We 
might have gone to Hyderabad and loured the domains of that richest 
man iu the world. Or Myisore, probably the best run princely slate. 
The war had made little difference to the lavish hospitality of the 
princes. One of them had told us that, maintaining the usual number 
of guests, he still had enough Heidsicck 192S to last him five years. 
He promised Richard that he would send an air-conditioned Packard 
to meet him at the station, that he should have his own house and his 
own servants, and that he need see his host only at dinner each even- 
ing. He could play golf, sipiash, polo or cricket. He could swim in 
a private bath or play tenuis on floodlit courts at night. He could 
shoot tiger or pheasant. He could fish and he could have curry. 

We had invitations also to the hill stations at Kashmir and Simla 
and another trip was planned to some of the Hindu temples in the 
north. I had been promised a privileged view of the native dancing 
and ceremonial. Just for a little, it would have been agreeable to have 
ceased being a reporter and to have forgotten the war. As it was, 
I, stayed iu Bombay and talked Indian politics with Btiinson, who had a 
sensitive understanding that was rare among Bnglishmeu iu India — or 
at any rate, the Englishmen I met. 

At length, after an acid telephone conversation with New Delhi, 
we took off. We flew straight over the wild hills behind Bombay and 
over Poona. For days Richard had been trying to lure me up to Poona 
so that he could write a message saying : '^'Pooim, Thursday — Tlie 
situation in Poona is excellent. The troops are iu wonderful heart. 
Dammit” — or some such idiocy. 

Hyderabad sizzled with heat and I felt ill with it as we bolted a 
heavy iiunoutishing breakfast on the airfield. One of the Blenheims 
had crashed there a few days before. Hours later we came down in 
deserted Madras, but they told us that the people were regaining con- 
fidence, The workers were beguining to drift back into town. The 
night stop was in Trichiuopoly and we spent it iu the railway hotel, 

Our pilot was a smart young Singalese boy and' he told us great 
tales of Ceylon. As we ran over the extreme southern lip of India, he 
asked us if ,we would like to go elephaut hunting from the air. We had a 
wild chase then over the jungle. It glowed with a moist lush greenness, 
the quintessence of greenness. Here and there the undergrowth parted 
into a little clearing round a waterhole a,nd then we would go zooming 
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down a huiulred feel above the tree tops. Wild birds and deer leapt tip 
screaming. _ Then at last we sighted an elephant, an enormous brnte 
with two of its young. They were drinking as we swept down and in 
a daze of fear the mother elephant lifted her trunk and went thunder- 
ing into the trees, the two little ones in hot pursuit behind her. 

We kept on a .strict route over the palm trees, for another Japanese 
attack was expected at any time, and came down outside Colombo. 
vSix years before I had been here and it was still a shock to see the 
almost crazy fertility of the place — the natives carrying huge branches 
of bananas and sacks of pineapples. Coconuts, mangoes and 
pawpaws — they grew haphazardly anywhere, and the jungle reached 
down to the city streets as though it would suddenly engulf every- 
thing in a wave of green fleshy leaves. 

We went to the Galleface and for the first time since the war began 
I had the joy of sinking back into a really first-class hotel. Hotels 
perl)ap.s ocenr too often in this story. But for us who have to spend a 
great deal of our lives in them, it is important to get good food and a 
hot hath after a long journey, and it makes all the difference if your 
window looks out on a great sweep of rolling breakers. 

Here at last for me was an ocean I really knew. The Indian Ocean 
is like no other ocean except perhaps the Pacific, and I had grownup 
close to it in Australia, and as a boy had come to know its storms, and 
its colour and its peculiar warm saltine.ss. T^ooking out of my window 
and .seeing a line of vessels making southward to Australia, I ex- 
perienced home-sickness for the first lime in many years. 

Tt was made the more disturbing since I had never really thought 
of returning since the Spanish War. In ten days I could be in 
Free mantle. All the forgotten memories came in with a quick senti- 
mental rush. I had my fiue curry that night. There is no sentiment 
in curry. 

One quick skirmish round Colombo for information convinced me 
that I need never have come. This was no second Singapore. The 
island was defended far more strongly than I could have believed. 
There were many old friends here, units from the Western Desert. 
There were Australians, Africans and Indians.’ There were the increas- 
ing Hurricanes of the R, A. F., as well as the Fleet Air Arm. The sense 
of confusion and delay I had in India fell away. Here in Ceylon they 
had really prepared, and given a little more time they would he secure. 

D’Alljiac, the R. A. F. commander, I had met when he went to 
lake command in Greece the year before. Admiral I/aylon, the Com- 
mander-in-Chief, had come across from Singapore. He was a squat, 
slow, bitshy-e3^ebrowed man, a sailor who had been born, launched and 
sent into action like a battleship., He lacked subtlety perhaps, but he 
was a solid and spuiid man to talk to. One good thing was that the 
three services were getting together.' D’Albiac had an army lieuteharit 
as A. D. C., I/ayton hadau airman, and so on. As Richard and I went 
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ronucl G. H. Q.. Huiricaue after Ilurricaue went by iiiuil tliere were 
lliirty or more overhead, and from tlie sea, two cinitiera were entering 
the harbour. Tt all looked healthy. 

If they had not yet got around to dealing with propaganda as a 
mililary iustiument, at least they had made a start on the political and 
economic security of the island. Someone with more brains tlian were 
evident in Singapore, was tackling the problem of native labrmr. On 
the docks a labour pool was being established and priority of unload- 
ing given to the most important cargoes, labourers who did not get 
work were promised a free meat and one rupee daily so that there 
would always, be a supply to draw from. Natives running the vital 
services like railways were being oigatiized into a sort of civilian army 
and rewards were given to men who w'cre esi)ecially good on the fob. 
A recruiting campaign was being organized throughout the island. 
With a popnlation of only six and a half million the chances of rebellion 
were not so good as in India, and as far as T could gather the opposi- 
tion to the British was di.sorgaiuzed and clumsily led by certain prie.sts. 
The menace of a native uprising was always Ibere, of course, hut here 
at least we were strong enongli to keep it in check and even induce a 
litUe entlmsiasm for the British cause. 

The main thing was that this air victory had occurred, and in many 
ways the native was being shown that we had no lutentiou of evacuat- 
ing Ceylon. Many of the white women and children were remaining 
in the hill stations like Kuralia. Olliers were working in the army . ami 
navy offices. The moral seems to be that if you garrison a place with 
fresh troops and fresh arms amt show you arc in earnest over the 
defence, then the native popnlattoii will begin to throw in its weiglil 
behind you. Force counts in the Fat Fast. It’s useless appealing to 
old loyalties when the Japanese are abroad. 

There were also some sensible decrees for conserving the food— - 
especially rice. The coarse, split rice of the island is not mirmally 
eaten, but now it was needed and the Governor handsomely came 
forward as an experimenter. He fed himself a number of large meals 
based on the split rice and .sent a long and fascinating letter about it (o 
the local newspapers. It was ratlier like a piece in Country Life, The 
Governor faithfully described all his reactions and iironounccd the rice 
most eatable. It was another blow for the island’s defence. 

Rubber was the big thing. With the fall of the Far hjast, Ceylon 
remains almost the last source of natural rubber to the Allies. The day 
I arrived the island announced a scheme for stepping up prodtictiou 
by two hundred per cent. New rubber tappers were to be recruited in 
the villages. Trees previously tapped on a single-cut system were to 
be double-cut. Those already double-cut were to be subinilled to 
afternoon cuttings as well. Even ibe young trees were to be cut, 
despite the injury to future plnnlations. And more ground was to be 
cleared for rubber. , 

Old .airfields w, ere being enlarged and new ones kown. out of the 
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itiiigle. We dtove out to one o£ these where the elephants had been 
put Lo work kirocking down the palniSj some of them tliirtj' feet in 
height, and draggitig them off. Tlie need for this expansion was clear 
enough for an American Flying Fortress lay partlj' wrecked on the 
edge of the Colombo field. It had lauded and run the full distance and 
the pilot had only saved himself from crashing into the palm-trees hy 
jamming his brakes. The big machine had upended on its nose. 

Just about this time Tokyo radio broadcast a flamboyant account 
of the Colombo raid. It was given by one of their pilots and he des- 
cribed how he had seen his flight commander, badly hit, deliberately 
raise his hand in salute to the emperor and then dive headlong to his 
death into a ship in Colombo harbour. Did the Japanese pilots comniit 
suicide? Were they fanatical enough to glory in a death like this? The 
R. A. F. pilots who had fought off the raid and many others in Malaya 
and Singapore were not decided.' 

Tliey took me first to see the wreck of a Japanese Navy Nought 
fighter. It was twisted beyond all recognition. Its paper-thin metal — 
perhaps a magnesium alloy — had ripped bodily away from its rivets 
and the metal itself had taken fire. The construction throughout was 
extraordinarily flimsy. Even the instruments were cut down to the 
barest possitde minimum. There was no armour protectioir whatever 
tor the pilot and most of those ou the Ceylou raids appeared to carry 
no parachutes. Tlie identification marks were red circles on the fusel- 
age aiul under the wings, and red and yellow horizontal stripes on the 
rncider. Some of the maciiiues carried an additional fuel lank which 
coirld be thrown off. 

These, then, were the machines that lay scattered through the 
Ceylon jungles. Some of the wrecks would never he found. Villagers 
were still coming in from time to time with reports of great flaming 
niechaiiical liirds that had rocketed across the trees and then plunged 
into uiider-growlh so thick that no mau could penetrate it. One native 
had seen a machine bounce off the underbrush into one of the jungle 
pools and only a liny triangle of metal above the surface showed 
where the wreck had come to rest. Of the pilot there was no sign. 
Three Japanese only had been seen to come down by parachute and 
these also had vanished iu the jungle. The rest presumably were 
under the sea. In all, about 300 Japa'nese had disappeared. 

The absence of armour plating and parachutes suggested that the 
Japanese were willing Id succeed or die. But a British pilot told me : 
“I chased two, of them out to sea and. they seemed to me to be coucea- 
traliug on one thing only — escape.” Then another pilot : "At Ttiu- 
comalee 1 saw a Navy Nought so badly hit that she -a'as grounding. 
The pilot had just enough control to turn his aifcraflt and he' directed, 
it straight into ah .oil tanker; ■ '-The ship and, the' plane 'W'e'tit.up 
together.” Then knother : "I thought I would be, smart that morning. 



304 


AFRICAN TRILOGY 


When we got the word to scramble (take off in a hitrry) I nipped in- 
land keeping only about ten feet above the coconuts. My idea was 
that no one else would think of taking that direction and that is where 
I w'as dead wrong. A Jap had exactly the same idea, except he was 
sneaking along at about three hundred miles an hour in the opposite 
direction. We saw one another just about half a second before there 
was a head-on collision. He flipped upwards, I flipped downwards and 
brushed the coconuts. He could have had a first-rate suicide then if 
he had wanted one.” And a fourth: “In Singapore we captured two 
Japs and they asked at once for revolvers with which to shoot them- 
selves. At tire end of a week they had given up all idea of suicide. 
They confessed that at first they were certain we were going to shoot 
them if they didn’t do the job themselves.” 

In the end the R. A. F. men agreed that some Japanese were ready 
to commit suicide to get a target, others not, but all of them were 
strictly disciplined. The bombers would hardly ever break formation. 
As soon as the leader was shot down someone else would slide in to 
take his place. And all the wliile the Navy Noughts would weave 
round and round the bombers, occasionally peeling off the circle to 
dart into combat above or below. ' 

To mother these platies the Japanese were using some of their 
N.y.K. passenger liners, which were capable of twenty-five knots under 
pressure. Some of the ship merely transported planes; others had 
flight decks fitted. The Japanese liked to approach to within two 
hundred and fifty miles of their targets during tlie night ami fly their 
machines off just before dawn. By the time the machines returned 
from the raid, the mother ships were already steaming fast away from 
the target. 

After two years of fighting, some of it in the Battle of Britain, these 
young R. A. F. fliers were an interesting study. One was a psycliologiat 
in private life, and it was he who arranged football compelitioiis between 
the .sgnadronsandobtained invitations for the men to spend week-ends at 
the country estates on the island. He believed in diversion rather than 
relaxation on the ground. Another was the author of the American 
best-seller, A Yank with the R. A. F. A third was a school teacher. A 
fourth, a banker. A fifth had come straight from school to the air force. 

They liad a racy, haU-excited manner, all of them. Tlicy drank a 
good deal, but mostly beer, and less of that than they had done in the 
early days. A good deal of their conversation was about girls and the 
walls were decorated with nudes or near nudes cut from the illustrated 
magazines. They were fresh-faced, loose-limbed and casual in their 
movemeut, rather like nudergraduates. They joked a lot, hut would 
suddenly fall into a deep discussion about aerodynamics or some 
such subject. Most of them were quite unpolitical and their reading 
was light — detective stories, Wodehouse. They had a special language 
of their own and this argot was expaitdinf every dav with local' 
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acklitioDS. It anmsed theui to invent new w'oids and they could be iin- 
intclli.tiiblo at times. 

Ueyoiul this llicio was somelliiiig else, souictlung that was more 
aud moie ilividing tliciu Iroin the soldier and the sailor and the civilian, 
r had luilicod this olton beloic. They were just as boyishly friendl5’^ 
as evci , hut nioio and more they seemed to f)e only really at ease when 
tin y had withdrawn into their own circle. They tended to become 
mole ('lilical ol the army and the nav3'— especially the army, Sotrre- 
thing in the (piipk danger aud independence ol their lives was turning 
them into special men and could see it occasionally in their eyes. 
The R. A. R. was becoming a club. 

Buried there in tire green jungle these iiierr did irot seem to me to 
he unhappy. They were working out the adveutrnorrs parts of their 
lives, and they felt they were living fully and completely. It -^as not 
quite so easy lor the soldiers up-couirliy. Apart from routine work 
and lire lorcetl marches tlicj' were making through the juugle as part 
ot their ucw training, they had nothing to do but wait. They were 
badly plagrred with insects and the heat. They had irot had the quick 
thrill ol air fighting nor the airmen’s chance of getting up and out of 
the island, aud many ol Iheur were discouleritcd and bored. The mail, 
as usual, never seemed to arrive. Au invasion might have come as 
something (»f a relief, 

Those soldier.s who had already had experience in fighting in 
Btnrua and Malaya believed or affected to believe that the Japanese 
were not good soldiers. ITrey would tell yon srrch stories as these : 
“We had a wire fence hr front of rts aud we covered it on fixed lines of 
fire. One ol the Japs caurc running up to throw a mat over the wire so 
tliat the rest of his platoon could Scramble across. We picked liim off 
easily ; and lire second one and the third. Brit then they came running 
with mats from all over the place and one or two of them got across. It 
might have goire pretty badly but then we got our artillery on to tlreni. 
That broke them up. They irever came on in that place again until 
we left it. Wo only left it because we didir’t have any air support. 
We could have held it all right if we had the bombers to help us. You 
have only got to bring the right weapons in and you will break up the 
Japs every time. They don’t like a bayonet charge either.” 

It was agreed amoug the soldiers that the Japanese were good 
guerrilla fighleis and especially quick in movement, but not very good 
troops iu a regular action. The trouble seemed to be that there never 
was a regular action, 

I was sliowu this list wliich was said to have been issued to the 
Japanese troops. 

"£)l)end as much lime out of doors as possible. Bask in_ the sun 
and take plenty of exercise. Take care that ybur breathing is always 
deep aud regular, 

“FM meal only once a day aud as fat as possible let your diet be 
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eggs, cereals, vcgelalilcs, Irnit and cow’s Iresli milk. Chew yonr 
food carefully. 

“Take a hot bath daily and a steam l)ath once or twice a week, 

“Wear coarse cotton ftndcrwear, a coinforlable collar, well-litting 
books. 

“Karly to bed, early to rise. 

“Sleep in a very dark and very quiet room with the wiiidow.s oixm. 
I,et the niinitmtm of sleeping hours be six and a half, the maximum 
seven and a half. 

“Take one das' of absolute test each week as far as can lie arranged 
even in the held. On this day refrain from even reading nr writing. 

“T'ry to avoid all passions and strong mental stimulants. Du 
not oveiTa.x your brain at the occurrence of inevitable incidents or of 
coming events. Do not .say unplea.sant things nor listen, it pi)S.siblc, 
to disagreeable things. 

"Be married. Widows and widowers should be married with the 
least possible delay. 

“Be moderate in the conauntpUon of even tea and coffee and, of 
course, tohaceo and alcoholic beverage, s. 

“Avoid places that are loo warm, e.specially steam-heated, and 
badly ventilated roams.” 

Not very practical for men campaigning through the jungle per- 
haps; bn I a good regimen tor camp. •! liearcl no (»ue suggest that the 
Japanese soldier looked unfit. 

b'or a few days we pottered around Cohnnbo picking up what 
information we coiihl and waiting for the arrival of a cur to take us 
round the island. It was at this time that the monsoon began to break, 
'I’Ue monsoon was rrol a crucial factor for Ceylon, sin(;e, curiously, it 
did not affect the northern half of the isUiiid. linl it was vital for the 
operations in Burma, India and the Indian Ocean. It meant that rnacls 
and field.s would go under mud, that flying conditions would bo bad, 
that aircraft taking off carriers migUt have dilUculty in finding their 
shijis once they had left tUeiu. Already in Hying to Ceylon we had 
come through sharp raiuhurst.s and seen the faded tired colours of tlio 
laud turn overnight to f lesb greens. And still the A.ndaman islands 
were eiglil hundred miles from Ceylon and tlie Japanese had no nearer 
base. They had now begun to bomb Chittagong, which is Indian soil 
on the Burmese Imrder, hut most of the British Army appeared ti) be 
coming out intact. Tlie ilefenoes of Calcutta, especially in the air, 
were being rushed ahead. 

I was convinced now that humediale Japanese- invasion either of 
Ceylon or India ufns not likely, and I sent a cable to niy office sugge,sl“ 
ing that,! should reUtrn at once to the Middle Kast where a new 
■ German offensive Ihrealenerl at any lime. I need not have bothered. A 
.message arrived for we from Charles Foley, my foreign editor ig,I<ondon: 
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“Aiij’' dog’s clmncu getting to Madagascar rittickl5’?” A British force 
had landed at Diego vSuarez in the north of the island that morning. It 
was too far by air. At Colombo docks they conld not help me — a ship 
had left for Mombasa on the Kenya coast a few hours before and there 
was nothing else. I got aboard the next plane for Bombay, hoping to 
pick uji a destroyer or some warship from there. I might evcutnally 
have sucoeeded in that, but by then the first flush of the Madagascar 
action was done, and Dondon cabled me: “Don’t bother now." 

I'lveu then J might have stayed in India. I had become engrossed 
in tlie politics of the country and would have likerl to have remained 
and seen the re.sulls of the Allahabad meeting of Congress. But it was 
now obvious tliat the Middle Kast was the place in winch to be. For the 
time being the Japanese dynamic had exploded itself. India had been 
saved by a very narrow margin, and not by its own defence Ijut by the 
fact that the Jaiiaucse had to pause and consolidate the vast territories 
they hafl already gained. India would never again be so utterly ex- 
posed. On my way out of the conntry, I saw scores of American 
bombers arriving and met the vanguard of the new American Army 
lliat was hcgiuuing to trickle into this central sector of the war. These 
were air force technicians mostly, but already they were assembling 
ami repairing aircraft at several new depots scattered tlirougli the 
])ctiinaula. That increclihly long ferry route across Africa and the 
Atlantic to WashinghSti was Itegiuning to run regularly and I travelled 
with a man who said, “I've got to go over to the vSlates for a few days.” 
lie planned to get Uicro and back within three weeks. 

Out in the Indian Oce.a« Japanc.se snhmariues were heginiiiug to 
explore the British routes tlirongh the Mozanibiiiue Channel and the 
Allied trale routes leading up to the Persian Gull and the Red ,Sea. 
But now a combined British and American Fleet was getting on to 
them. Four enemy submarines wore sunk within a few days. The 
remaining raidev.s thinned out and tended to liusliaud their' ammunition, 
fillips in the fudian Ocean reported that , just one torpedo was 
launched at them — then uothiug luote. So the Indian waters, too, 
were being lifted Ivoui the peril of this distressing early sinuuier. 

The tlanget had done soiuetlijug to bridge the gap between the 
India of the (iraat Moghuls and the present war — hot much, but some- 
thing. Hirndreds of ships were building in ,the dockyards. The great 
steel mills, the largest in the Rmpire, were working full time. Bvery 
day that Went iiy was something gained in the battle' to lift the country 
^ out of its muddle and apathy and disaffection. 

Almost the last d'a.se-up view I had , of India' was at Karachi. , A 
black and naked little girt walked' through the , dust' near the airpott. 
She had a delicate little face and it was Uea'vily "plastered with mud., 
Naked, and dirty asshe was, there jwas much dignity iu tlie.tipy creature 
and she liad those soft and' lumtaotts eves that follow you.' eyerywhere 
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ill India. In nearly cverj’oiic T had met in India had been lhi,s same 
spitiluality in the laee.s ol the t'eople; a remafkaldo ehniiKe (foin Ihe 
depraved, and greedy laces ot the Middle Kasl. I found it hard to dis- 
like even onr worst eiieinie.s ainoii!' the Imliaii.s. Cmd knows this war 
was not of their making. They luiil troiil)h‘,s eiiongh of their own. 

1 kept meeting friend.s on the flight back to Cairo. Alarie .laeob, 
who had recently joined my newspaper, got aboard the flying boat at 
Hasra. He had Imeii np with tlie Rnssiauanny in the Caucasus. Ilouald 
Mallett, who was once ill niy I’ari.s office, joined ns al llabbaiiych in 
Trau. ITt: was on his way to take up an appointment as head of 
propagamla in the British lCuibas.sy in Cairo, both of them were con- 
vinced that Rommel was going to start something in tlie desert imme- 
diately. By the skin of onr teeth we had held the Axis in the east mi 
the ilnrniese border. Now the Axis eoming alter ns in Llm west. There 
seemed to be no rest anywhere. But then looking hack over the past 
two years when had there been any real lull in this central sector of tlie 
world war ? The old business of plugging and patching up the J'i)mpire 
here and there seemed to go on and on. As soon as tlie lialloon held 
in one place the pressure had to lie rushed to some other spot where 
the balloon wa.s sagging. And it was leaking all over the place. When 
were we going to get a real striking force and strike someone? 

I arrived in Cairo, glad to be hack but not very chcerlitl. 


11 

Alay in Gazala 

THK desert baked in the midstunmef auii. For Comteeu hours every 
day the suti sat there in au unclouded sky, and long after niglii- 
lall the rocks were still warm to touch. The nights were too short 
to firing much relief from the glatiug heat and it seemed that one 
day followed another almost without interruption. Wlien the soldier 
woke in the early morning the sun was in his face and long before the 
day was over he was longing for the moment when it would go and die 
night close oyer. The sandstorms always stopped in the evenings. 
Soiuelinies a light clew fell and a man waking in the uiglit would feel a 
cool dampness soaking liis slccping-bag on the sand. By the sea a 
light breeze sprang up occasionally and it was like taking a long, 
.cool drink. The troops sat in the open turrets of their tanks aucl let 
the breeze go over tlieir dark, leathery-skinned faces, fncvilably one 
• man fried an egg on the blistering steel roof of his tank in order to 
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prove something that everyoue knew well enough — that the metal was 
too hot to touch. 

It had been argued that these were no conditions in which to fight 
a campaign; that white troops could, not endure the strain of fighting 
in .such weather and that tlie atmosphere inside the tanks would he 
uiieudurahle. There was the (luostion of water, too — men and machines 
woirld rofiuire much more water in summer, more water than could be 
.supplied. 

It needed only one short trip into the desert to prove that all this 
was nonsense. Both sides were preparing for offensive on a scale that 
had never been seen in the desert before. They were amassing such 
numbers of tanks as had never been used up to now on any sector of 
the Russian front. Both Germans and British were standing up to the 
heat without any great diificulty. As the summer advanced the men 
became leaner aud harder and browner, but they ate aud slept just as 
well aud moved and thought just as quickly. 

In the long desperate race to pile up arms and men on the front 
line, it was hard to say which side was winning. Certainly the 
Germans aud the Italians had all the advantages. Whereas they could 
bring a tank into the desert within one mouth of leaving Us workshop 
in Rurope, it took the British three months or more to get the same 
vehicle acrpss from IJngland or America. In two days Rommel could 
summon aircraft from Germany aud Italy. 

Kver since February this race to reinforce liad been going on, aud 
the history of what was to come was being written along the supply 
Hues from Naples to Tripoli aud from Liverpool to Suez. And the 
greatest of the battles for supply fell upon the island of Malta. 

Malta when I was there, just before the war, was a place of green 
corn aud grazing fields locked behind low stone walls; of ancient stone 
villages aud ox carts; of quiet beaches and fisliermen netting among 
the rocks. Coming in under the steep walls of the Grand Harbour at 
Valetta you look an elevator up to the little town above. The 
Governor’s Palace was once a bastion of the Knights of St. John, and 
going to see the Governor one day I walked through a great dark 
corridor lined with the aucient armour of the Knights, a peaceful place. 
There were coal fires burning in the bedrooms of the Osborne Hotel, 
which was more like an English cotinlry pub than any pub should b^. 
Goats prowled among tlie white-suited Naval Officers in the uneven 
streets outside, aud you could drive unmolested round the island 
through the farmlands and the fishing villages. In tjie centre of the 
island there was a great domed chitrch of which they were very proud, 
lu the Grand Harbour there were always four or flv.e, warships stand- 
ing by in addition to the freighters , unloading at the docks. Dozens of 
little roWboats and motor-launches plied from one ship to another, or 
from one arm of, the harbour down'to the main vafe of the docks. In the 
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evetihijj htiiirlroils of stilinrs and yotiiiK offici'TS raine aslu'ro lo diinliin 
tlie pavciiieut cafes and llie clnhs. 'J'hc-y sci nied lo play lonllmll and 
cTickul reftardless of what llic season was. Malta was a Kood siio1_ on 
wliicli to be stationed, a place for lliv lomisl.s to .see on llieir cniisc.s 
thfongli the Mediterranean. C'.ozo, tlie island no one seems to know 
abont, lies across a narrow .strait from Malta. It was smaller, iiuiclm-, 
more provincial. 

All this wa.s turned now into a hell. Malta was aba.si' lor Biili.sh 
subniariiii's and aireialt preyini' on the Axis lines of .supply to I,ibya. 
Til the spriiiR of 1942 the Axis decided lo obliterate I I'al bast'. Riyltt 
tbroni;h the .spiinj; tlicy lurnetl such a blitz upon Malta as no other 
island ot city had .seen in the war. It was a siej^t' of annihilalion. One 
alter another all the othci pireal sieves were eelipseil - -Jl'liiKlaiiil and 
Odessa, Seliastopo! and 'J'ohrnk. Malta became the most bombed place 
on eat til. 

I have twice matlc the flight between Malta and Sieily I'laeb time 
it took less tban ball' an hour. Within a few minutes of tiilinj; over the 
lop.s of the last ol the vSicilian inoiuilains, yon are in sight ol the island. 
The lyuftwallc took charge of Sicily. They made it their main striking 
base against the Brili.sh Heel and Malta. 'I'liey lonnd hall a dozen 
good fields already in oxi.sleuou— notably Catania which, ii.s 1. ri'incmher 
it, is a large grassed field hy the sea snrroiimled hy many new hangars 
and workshops Imilt of corrugated iion; and I'alermo, the eapilal ol the 
island, where one u.sed to alight' hctweeii two hilhs on sloping roekv 
gtotind dotlerl with palm tr ees. These liclds were exiiamled, etiniiipv.‘d 
with new liarTack.s and work.shops, new fuel duni)is and hundrcci.s of 
Gerinau airmen began to apiicar in the old and dirty cities of tlie island, 
fieveral huudieds of MesscrschuiiU 1U9I'' fighters and .Tunkcr.s bombers 
were landed, and they .set lo work upon Malta with the ineeision and 
regularity that had been used on Knglaud the autumn before. 

The people of Malta had liccn a long time wailing for disaster. 
When it came in the long full day.s of the earl3' .summer lliey were 
still unprepared for it. They had no fighters to siieaU ot. They still 
had no luidergrouiul slielters for aircraft and not enough tor tliemselves. 
They had, just received large reinforcements in men, anti-drcrafl guns 
and ammunition— -1.1,111 not enough lo withstand a sustained altaek. 
I^'cad, too, was already rationed severely. In the last resort (hey had 
really just themselves and that ancient doterminiilion not lo give in. 
Uven when tlicir towns were blown to bits and the emergency hospitals 
were full, they still would not give in. 

■yaletla and tlie Grand Harbour were, of conr.se, the first to stilTer. 
In the beginning the raiders came in groups of half -a dozen or a 
dozen through the night ,aud while the searchlights and the tracer 
bullets groped toward them, two and three hundred pound bombs fell 
on the moored ships and the piled merchandise along the waterfront. 
Some of the bombs missed their tarp'els and fell ainoiu'- shops in the 
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main streets like the Slrada Reale. Soon the raideis were corning in 
gronps oI twenty or more and with heavier bombs and instead ol being 
called to the shelters lor an hour or two, the Maltese found themselves 
staying underground all night. They burrowed deep into the soft 
workable rock that was so good for absorbing shock and built them- 
selves In'spitals and dormitories, kitchens, lavatories. Even cinemas 
were run in caves thrust into the sleep cliffs about the Grand Harbour. 

All night fire, fighters were running through the streets and Valelta 
and it.s nearby suburb at Slieuia glowed in the flame of bomb bursts 
ami burning buildings. Children grew u.sed to sleeping in caverns 
with the rock shuddering their cots under the force of high explosive. 
Mother wrapped the babies’ faces in wet clothes to protect them from 
the flying rock-dust. Men and women grew used to seeing each morn- 
ing the growing piles of rubble and the spreading damage of the night. 

Then the daylight raids started in foi ce and these were added to 
the night attacks. Instead of once or twice a day the sirens screamed 
twenti' times, and soon at the height of the blitz it became one long 
alarm. The guns were never .silent. One after another the Biitish 
fighters were lost in the air battles that swayed far out of sight across 
tlie island toward Sicily and back again. The enemy fields were .so 
close that it was possible lor the BriU,sb in Malta to detect the noise of 
Nazi machines warming up at Catania and so our fighters, always 
outnumbered, were repeatedly in the air to accept battle. They tried 
for the German bombers- The German fighters coucenliated on the 
British fighters. 

Far to the cast and west of the island, the Gerumii blitz spread 
out. They wanted not only to destroy Malta but to starve it as well. 

I saw one convoy go out from Alexandria. It was an nrgeiil convoy. 
In Malta they wanted flour as much as aiiythiug — merely flour with 
which to make bread' — and one ship was laden with it, Another carried 
ammunition. Another fuel. Another general stores. Every available 
British warship in the Medilerraueau was selit out to guard the convoy.. 
Aircraft flew from Egypt to bomb the enemy bases in Sicily and. flaly, , 
Iviltya, Greece, Crete and the Dodecanese Islands. 

The enemy kept a reconnaissance plane constanLly hanging about 
just outside Alexandria. Withiu two hours of leaving that port any 
ship cpuld be reasonably sure 6f beiug bombed. This convoy v?as 
bombed. In regular waves the Germans came over with dive bonib'evs 
and fighters. The Italian fleet set out and was driven back, but stil'i, 
the bombers came oin It is a thousand miles from Egypt to Mdlta— 
three days steaming for a convoy. Two of the supply ships were sank. , 

Sometimes the'couyoys ivei'e more successful than 'llns one, btit. 
always they came tinder deadly fire, always some ship, was 'hit, One ; 
could hat^te' despaired about keeping Malta' going. :She was so defence-,. 
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less out there. It .seemed impossible to bring her aid fpiiekly enough. 
Bit by bit the island’s homes were being broken tip. Civilians and 
soldiers alike were dying every day or going lo llie hospitals and no one 
dared say bow long a people with a gallant heart eonld hold mit against 
increasing odds — odds tliat were flung at them d.ay in and day out. 

When Ivord Oort came to take over the control of the island he 
was warned he might have to arrange its sunender. But (lorL was 
determined not to siiirendcr. ' He greatly tightened up the defence, 
and the work of ntiloading convoys. The half-starved gani.son had 
previously unloaded no shiiis on Sundays. 

Then one day a few Spitfires put down in the island. More 
followed. They had been flown in from aircraft carriers, notably the 
American Wasp. A few hours later the Ocrnian raiders began coming 
over on their usual run. Suddenly they found the sky failed with the 
deadliest fighters in the Allied air armament. There was a ferocious 
hurst of fighting in the sky. The Maltese and the British garrison, 
grateful beyond measure, saw some thirts'^ Axis machines crash into 
the sea in the ensuing twenty-four hours. The Wasp sailed up the 
Mediterranean again and flew off mote Spitfires piloted by men wholiad 
nact the Oermaiis over IJaigland, and Churchill wirele.sse(l the American 
commander jubilantly, “Who .says a wasp can’t sling twice?” 

Bor the time being it was the turning-point in llic tiir war over 
Malta. From that day until these Spitfires were themselves demolished, 
the enemy attack on the i.9laud weakened. 

But sieges are negative. The object of Roiaaaiiers Malta blits was 
lo prevent the British operaliaig out of there to raiil the sniaply Heels 
going to Tripoli. It is certainly probable that he intended lo invade 
the island as well, had he been able further to reduce it from the air, 
but the main thing was to get his guns and men acros.s to Nortli Africa. 
The blitz enabled him lo do that. 

On their side the Allies were making an even greater effort in the 
race for supply. They had a Iwelve-thousand-mile journey with their 
reinforcements around the Cape of Good Hope from linglaiul and 
America. They had to cope with a bottleneck at Buez where, the hulk 
of the labour was native and llie docking and railroad facilities inade- 
quate. Then there was the long route out lo the de,serl. 

A procession of camouflaged trucks three hundred miles long 
was again strung out down the coast road from the delta to the front 
line. It was a remarkable thing to see. Penetrating a little inland one 
day I came on the advance guard of the water pipe-line, and railroad 
builders. Indians and South Africans were doing their jobs. They 
were pushing the railroad ahead at the rate of over a mile a day. 
Turcks dragged the rails over the sand to the head of the trae,fc. There 
was little or no bridge or embankment building. The ground was simply 
levelled off by the Indians and the rails fitted together. 'B,ys.xY .so often 
a whistle would blow and the men fan and flung themselves on the .sand 
as enemy bombers came over. The railhead especially was under fire. 
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Soon the line had breasted the escarpuieut, had cut through the front- 
ier fence into LiljS'a near Capnzzo, and had reached the outskirts of 
Tobruk itself. Everj' day long lines of tanks on flat cars w^nt cling- 
ging up to the front. Soon, too, we had fresh Nile water in Tobrnk, 
, Steamers aiul destroyers were still making that hellish run from 
Alexandria to the desert front line with explosives, food and men. 
By the middle of May we were actually in a better condition to get 
local supplies than the enemy, since Cairo was only half tlie distance 
to the front that Tripoli was, and Tobruk, our forward base, w’as much 
nearer the front than Benghazi. Such convenience had its danger too. 

There was no doubt whatever in Cairo now that a battle was 
coming. Officers who usually drifted around tlie Tnrf Club and the 
sporting club ou Gezira Islaud began to disappear. There were fewer 
aud fewer troops in the crowded streets of the city. lu the desert the 
rawest private was convinced that the lull would not last- -heat or no 
heat. A curious air of expectancy and excitement hung over the front 
line. Discipline of its own accord became nmch better as it usually 
does when men are near danger. 

On a featureless stretch of tussocky ' plain called Gambnt, Bieut- 
enaiil-General Neil Ritchie, the British commander, pitched his camp. 
Bo many cars laden with generals aud liaison officers kept driving 
into the camp that soon its tracks were in knee-deep fine dust. The 
luaiu British fighter base lay just across the main road and all day 
aircraft were overhead bringing in new supplies. At night an occasional 
Buftwaffe squadron went hedge-hopping over the camp and everyone 
jumped for their slit trenches. 

Ritchie had under him two lieutenant-generals, each commanding 
an army corps. They were the two men I had met in Cairo — Golt and 
Willoughby Norrie. With Artchinleck iu Cairo, these three, all physi- 
cally big med, all in their early middle age, all regular soldier s, 
hatched a new scheme of defence between them. Go tt and Norrie, 
covered with dusl, would drive up iu their jeeps and disappear inside 
a yellow wooden caravan with Ritchie, and there they would, confer 
for hours ou end. 

lOxcept for their scarlet labs and capbauds, the generals wore the 
same uuiform as everyone else in the army — boots, knee-length socks, 
khaki shorts and ‘‘imsh jackets,” which are open-necked, belted shirts 
worn out.side the slioiTs like a tunic. They caiTied large boards ou 
which maps were spread and covered with sheets of laic, , Most staff 
officers went about armed with these maps and bundles, of colotired 
pencils with which to mark the disposition of tlie^arihies. Most officers 
for some psychological reason preferred to mark in the German fdrdes 
with black. and the' British With red. 

Booking back now 1 see hdw' much those little red and black pi'iarks 
entered into ,,our consciousness. How vital the,y ,wete. Hdw itrany 
hundreds of time's did we, driye up, to a headquarters in the desert 'apd 
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chtster loiuid the itilclligeiice officer and liis map. One glatico told 
you roughly how things were going. You got to know the iinporUnt 
spots in the line. If j’ou saw the black marks on the map had niuved 
eastward, you knew things were going badly. vSometiines with a leap 
of interest in the mind, we saw a few red mark lar out in the desert 
behind the enemy lines — and knew that we had made a sudden un- 
expected push. Hcimetimes vve stood round while the radio reports 
came in from the different sectors of the line and w'e watclicd tensely 
while the iutelligeuce olfieer marked up his map aeeonliugly. We look 
compa.ss bearings on those little map marks. Weallered our jimruey.s 
aecordin;; to how those marks went buck and forlli. Ami, as with 
everyone else, our lives often depended on those marks being aceiirale. 

As we entered tlie tliirtl week in May, llie conferences of the 
generals I'ecame more, freiiucut and the red marks on tbeir maps more 
and more definite. They as, sunned a form that was .sometliing c|uito 
new ill the desert — the Gazala Line. 

fnouieliow, without being dreary, f imist deseribc the iilea and the 
structure of the (lazala Tgne, becanse its design bad an influence on a 
good deal ol tlie open figliting in the war. Allied oflieers from other 
fronts were sent to study it on the sjxil. 

Up to tins date neither .side had ever cslnhlishoil a line in Ihi! 
desert which was defensible. The (rouble was that wliili- 50111 could 
alwa5'S base, aline, securely on the sea at its northern cud, inevitaldy 
the soulhetu end finished in the emply desert. Always the enemy 
could drive around the southern end of the line and atlaek the defenders 
from the rear as well as the front, Geneial Wavell hml taught the 
Axis that. And it was Wavell who had said to me in New Didhi only a 
few weeks hcloiv. this, “ Ye.s, I think that Gazala is just about 'ibe natural 
balance in the desert” It was roughly in the centre of Cyrenaiea, 
and whatevci aTm5’ crossed this point was looking for trouble. 

Ritchie and his two lieuteiiaiit-geiierals decided to dro]) Ihi; idea 
of having a conliiuioiis chain of defences at Gazalii, 'I’liey decided to 
define their position with a solid minefield slreteliiiig aboul tliirty •five 
miles from the sea southward into the desert but they did not mail the 
luinetield. Instead they sealed up their troops in or behind (he mine- 
field in a serie.s of isolated forts or “boxes.” Tliese boxu.s faced four- 
sciuare, ready to meet attack from any direction. , It was the old idea 
of the British sciuarc at Waterloo, adnt)ted to modern fast armourml 
fighting. Each box was completely surrounded with a ring of land- 
mines and barbed wire. Guns faced outwartls in all directions. The 
boxes were only a mile or two square at the most, and were provided 
with water, food and ammunition to withstand a siege. Narrow iaue,s- 
led in through the mines and wire .so that the garrison could be 
supplied. ' ' 

The underlying Idea was this — ^tlie Nazi tanks were at liberty to by- 
■pass or surround, these sealed-up boxes and seize all the rest of the 
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Ga'/ala area it lliej’ so desired ... it was just empty desert anj’waj'. But 
they eoiild not proceed far lest the British shonltl sally out of their boxes 
and take them in the exposed rear or flauk. Moreover, the British 
tanks were kept fluid outside these boxes and were in a position not 
only to attack the enemy in the open whenever thes'' wanted, but also 
lo go to the assistance of any box that was hardly pressed. 

There were half a dozen or more of these boxes manned by as wide 
a collection of Allied troops as ever entered the desert. The main 
boxes were at Ga/ala on the sea (South Afiicans)t at a point a few miles 
just south ol them (northern Englishmen from the Tees and the Tyne 
rivcr.s); at Knight. sbiidgc, in the bentre (English guardsmen ); at Bir 
Hacheim, in the extreme south (BVcnch); at El Adem, in the rear centre 
(Tndians): and there was the big box of Tobrtik itself (South Africans 
and English base troops). 

Roaming abont between these positions were three large new 
Ihitisb tank brigades and attendant gnus, all under the command of 
Major-General Messervj'. who bad taken over when Major-General 
Jock Camphell was killed. Messer vy had done well as an iulniitry 
divisional commander in the winter campaign, but be had yet to prove 
himself with armour, 

'I'hero were two great secrets about the British annoui. One was 
the American Grant tank. The other was the British six-pounder anti- 
tank gun. The Germans suspected that we had sometliiug new, but 
they did not know exactly what or horv much. The important’ thing 
about the Grant was that it was the first Allied lank lo appear iii the 
desert with as big a gun as the German tanks had — a 75-inillimelre. The 
iuiporlaflit thing abont the six-ponnder anti-tank weapon was that it 
conlrl shoot faster and better than any anti-tank guns we had had 
])reviously. Elaborate camouflage and tleceplion were used to gel these 
weapon, s off Ihe' ships at Suez and into the desert without detection. 
The only trouble was that we did not have enough of them. The 
majority of our tanks were still British Valentines, Crusaders and 
American Honeys, mounting a two-pounder gtui, and most of the anti- 
tank guns were the ordinary two-pounder. 

As for the men on the British side, they were an odd inixlure. The 
South Africans up in the north were led by Major-General Dan Pienaar, 
a lean gtey wolf of, a nian who had come through many battles in the 
last war. He used to sit in his iron-roofed dugonl high oh, Gazala 
cliffs above the sea and look sourly across the strip of desert whbre 
llie Germans and Italians were hiding. From his headquarters one day 
I saw clearly a line of Axis trucks going along tbward the. coast. Ho 
one fired. It was one of those days when a strange ■ lull came to the 
front, when , no shot was fired, when the tens of thousands of men ■ 
simply lay on the desert and waited— idly and' .nnquestioniflglyiaud 
with patience since tliev knew they would have action 'soon 'enough. 
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Now and then the most forward boxes exchanged a shot or two 
with tlie enemy. For lialf an hour perhaps tlie sliells would come over 
with that rhj'thmic and rising wdiine and enipt violently in the sand. 
Once or twice in the course ol a morning Sinha dive-bomI)ei,s stood 
high in the clear sty, then dipped their noses for the long .singiTig slant 
toward earth that always ends with the graeefnl lift upward at the last 
moment and the shattering crash of the bomb below. Always some- 
where out in the minefields at night there wonld he the distant shots 
of a patrol in search of prisoners and information — shots that sonnded 
faintls' and were soon over and meant nothing to the thonsamls of 
waiting men who were not direetb'^ concerned. 

Blit the tension was there. It could he sensed right along the 
line. The men always knew when something was about to haijpen. 
Yon could tell of the ten.sioii perhaps from the way some lioy from the 
veldt fingered his sticky bomb in a slit trench; from the marks rm the 
map; from the rich and fruity voice of some English north coiinltyman 
saying, “Reckon it won’t be long now”; from the tanks that were 
steaming everywhere like battle fleets on the move across the horizon 
and the hurrying trucks raising lines of dust like the smolie-screen of 
a destroyer at sea; from some chance remark — or some silence-- - of an 
intelligence officer; from the calculated casualnes.s of tlie guard .s 
officers’ conversation as they sat round their vehicles taking u nip of 
whisky before getting to bed. Everywhere in many thousands the men 
lay in their boxes waiting for the battle. 

Most of the activity was along the lines of supply and on the air- 
fields. The British had decided to tighten up the co-operation bclweon 
the army and the air force — a thing at which the Germans had excelled 
since the invasion of France when tanks were directed from ''aircraft 
and had their way paved by dive-bombing. Air Maiishal Coninghnm, 
who lived at Gambiit with General Ritchie, had given orders to his 
pilots that they were to avoid independent aerial couiI)at if possihle ami 
concentrate upon giving support to the ground forces. Thus if a fliglit 
of British Hurricanes on a sweep saw a group of SUikas dive-Iioinhing 
our men they were to concentrate on the Stiikas ami try to avoid the 
Axis fighter screen overhead. Whole squadrons and fighters were to 
be held ready to go to the assistance of any hard-pressed sector of 
the line. 

As yet Coningham had no Spitfires to speak of, but he was soundly 
reinforced in light bomliers, especially the American Bostons, and he 
still had his Kittyhawks, Beaufigliters, Blenheims, Marylands, \Velliiig- 
tons and the rest. A few Hurricanes had been ecttiipped as dive- 
bombers. We were probably outnuinbered in the air, hut not liy iniicli, 

Booking at it generally then, we had a few new cards to play amt 
a sotiud position to start from. Coming out of one of his conferences 
Gott said, “There ate two places where I would, like to meet the ClertnaU' 
tanks— either on .the uiiuefields or here” — and he indicated a spot on 
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the Ilia)) near Kuii>htsbriflge. He was conficleiil. Right through the 
army the morale was good. 

Over on tlic Axis side there was tremendous activity. Kvery day 
our (latrols hrouglit in reports of some new troop movement, ol some 
great convoy of, lumdreils of vehicles driving down to tlie front-line 
bases from the coast. 'I'liere was also news that the Germans were 
triiining paiaelinte and eomnmndo troops at rioiuha. Agencial order 
went out through the llritish Army imstnicting all men Lo be on the 
look-out for paraelmtc troops and special guards were to patrol all 
camps through the night. No one liked the idea of suddenly being 
taken in the rear. A sad little incident occurred over the parachute 
scare ju.st before zero hour. A young British Officer was worried 
about bis wife in lingland — worried to tbe point where he was .sleeping 
fitfully and uneasy dreams went tlirongh his head. Ivike everyone 
else he had the parachute warning in the back of bis mind. One night 
as he was dozing in his tent he heard a slight noise and, looking up 
half awake, saw a dark figure at the door. In a sudden excited reflex 
he thought the intnider was a German. He grabbed bis loaded pistol 
and shot the man dead. The man w'as a British dispatch rider coming 
in with a me.s.sage. The officer was exonerated. 

But Rommel hail much bigger fish to fry than paraclnjtisls. He 
had hrougiit a great host with him into the de,serl. There were elc- 
mcnl,s of eight Italian divisions — the Sahrata, Brescia, Pavia, Trieste, 
Bologna, Trento, Tdttorio and Ariele. The last two were armoured. 
Tliese were the three German divisions of the Afrika Korps — the 90th 
lyight Infantry and the 15th and 21st Atmottrod Panzer Divisions. 

Most of these iriiits had been brought up to strength since the 
winter campaign. Unlike the British, there was nothing especially new 
about the Axis eqnipmenl. Again they bad Iheit Mark III tank with 
the SO-millimctre gun (the Mark IV had a 7S-milIimelre); and there 
were Italian tanks like the Xy6 and MB. The most important thing 
was that large numbers of the niobile S8-milli metre all-purpose gnu, 
both those made in Italy and Germany, liad been brought in. This was 
the gun that was to dominate the battle. 

In the air the enemy had the Messer schmitt 109P, still the fastest 
fighter in the desert, and the usual Stukas and Junkers bombers and 
troop-carriers, The Italians had the three-motored Bavoia bomber and.' 
a considerable increase in the numbers of their fast Macchi fighters. 
Rommel, now a Marslial, was again in command and bis inimedikte 
juniors were Generals Nehring and CruewelL Marshal Kesseltiug was 
in charge of the Duftwaffe. Colonel 'Marx was also coining into promi- 
uenco. as a leader of the 90th I/ight. ' 

In all, then, yon might, estiniate that each side bad about, ten 
divisions comprising roughly 130,000 men aud 500 effective tanks, and 
their euns and air forces were fairly evenly 'matched in quantity., .The ■ 
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siirprisiiiji thing was that two great powers alioultl have so iiieely 
halanced themselves at this remote ctitl ol the long [rout line that now 
stretched from Miinnaiisk iu Russia to Ga'/ala hi liitypt. 

As with us Rommel was keeping his tanks fluid somowliere alioixt 
the north centre of his line until March 2fitti wlicu he swung, ■ them 
.south, leaving lieliiiid their camouflage to trick us (as it did). 'L'lie 
Italians mostly were used as po.silioiiai troops; the Oennaiis as a strik- 
ing force. The area over which the two armies were aliout to lighl was 
ahont as large as the home counties of ICngland, hut i( was nothing 
more than a wide, almo.st featureless, strip of land and rock, TTiere 
was ail oceasiuual low ridge pitted with eamel lliorn, an oeea.siotial 
cairn of stones easually thrown nt> hy passing hedouin iiilgrinis, atiil for 
the rest it was arid, liiiiitlc.sa desert as empty as die .sea — and as 
dangerous. Oay.ala had just one dilapidateil riuliaii roatlliouse — and no 
other hirilding. 

Travelling west ward. s along Ihe coast road yon recognized C.azala 
at once, because there was a dcserteil airUeld on your left, with broken 
aircraft lying aboul, and beyond that the sea swept into a narrow bay. 
At the end of the bay the road led across a flat scrnh-covered plain, aiul 
after that you were in the cliffs of Oazala itself. They came so close to 
the seashore Ihe road had barely room to .scineeze past. A crazy and 
dangerous’^' side (rack led uf) to the lop of the cliffs, where there was a 
superb view along the sweep of coast back to Tobruk. 

As a fighting uroiia tlie desert is superb. You get there us close 
to a .slraiglil out trial uf strength as you will on any baltle-IroiU' on 
earth. Gazala and all the thonsamls of inile.s of deseiT uroiiiul it were 
not of the slightest value to either the British or the (.loriiuitis. They 
simply chaiieed to meet on that spot as haphazardly as a hunter will 
meet his i|uarry in a forest. Neither side came into the desert for 
coii'piest or loot, huL'simply for battle. Tl would have mattered iiolliing 
to the British if the Geniians had suddenly decided to seize a thousand 
Sguare miles of desert to the south; or even if they had occupied the 
whole of North Africa. Provided that the Britisli liigliLli Army was 
stiirin existence at Gaziila, the Germans could not hope to hold liiis 
territory. But once the Kighth Army was defeated, or even ju.st the 
tanks of Ihe Kighth Army were demolished, then not only Tobruk hut 
the Nile Delta as well was laid open to the Germans, 

It was a battle staged and aunouiiced with all lire teehnii|tie of an 
opera season and the approaching zero hour hat! all the studied drama 
of an opening irighl. On this liny spot on the African map the fnlure 
of the whole coutineht was being decided. As the month moved into 
its final week it was clear to everyone that the time was. running out. 
An overtirre was already souudiug iu a. sudden burst of heavy bomb- 
ing. A. bright full moon came up and through its clear- fresh light the 
German raiders went rushing over the tents of the British camps. They 
pelted the roadways with machine-Eti,a fire, , They , dived on to the 
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airfields where the British aircraft lay dispersed about the sand. No 
one could sleep very well. 

Tiarly on the morning of May 2r)th a Biitish tank cominauder saw 
through his glasses an unusual pillar of dust going up from the south 
of liir I-facheiiu. Straining his eyes through the early morning haze he 
saw the dust cloud deepen and expand. Little black dots were spaced 
along the bottom of the cloud. “Looks like a brigade of Jerry tanks 
coming,” he reported over his telphone to his headiiuarters. He looked 
again and added sharply, “it’s more than a brigade. It's the whole 
bloody Africa Korps." The battle had begun. 

Just n handful of British tanks under this commander took the 
first German rush. The British tanks outside Bir ITacheim were too 
weak to fight a delaying action. They were too late to get clear away. 
So they went forward over the uneven rock 'and sand to accept their 
destruction and all the desert from one cud of the Gazala Line to the 
other cruiited into an earlhriuake of shelling, homhing, flame and dust. 
One after another the British boxes reported they were engaged. From 
a hundred concealed crannies in the rocks the Italians nuloo.sed their 
artillery on the vSouth Airicans and the British in the north. sStnkas 
rode over the barrage, bomlriug and fighting. On the ground Italian 
in fantryineii tiieked their way through the minefields and rushed the 
Billisli out posts on the western rim of the box. The Houlli African 
maoliinc-guuners began the killing they had awaited lor months. All 
thiough file morning while the artillery came in to swell the uproar, 
they went on killing men. It was the same at Bir Hacheim. The French 
slammed the doors of their box and opened up with every gun into the 
pall of dust tliaf, kept swirling around them. 

F'ov an hour or two there was much eonfnsion. Many litth; pockets 
of British trooti.s and unanned convoys Irar'elling thiough the open 
desert Were swept up by the German host. No one knew exactly, 
where the enemy was attuckiug or with what force. One after another 
the British boxes sealed themselves up aud simply gave battle at any- 
thing they could see. The British tanks meanwhile went rii.shiug soirth- 
wards toward Knight.shridge and the Capuzzo track where the uiain 
German thru at seemed to be developing. But there was no point of 
the battle zone that did not rock with gunfire or lie at times uuder the 
wrenching explosion of bombs'. 

By uiidclay it was obvious that the Axis was sending its main force 
round the open desert south of Bir Hacheim and directing it north- 
eastwards into the midst of the regipn of British boxes. , At least four 
hundred tanks aud guns had come charging round, behind our positions. 
All that aftetuoou'and far into the moonlit night 'Ohe small British 
tank force accepted the' full tide of the enemy armour. Yard'by' yhrd 
it was forced io give ground, leaving behind the burning wrecks of its 
tanks and many of its men in death and imprisonment. 
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All that night and again next niorniug the main bulk of the Uiitish 
armour raced to get into posiiion while still the enemy drove on. liy 
the second evening the battle began to take shape. Romine) had ilone 
a bold thing. He had Qnng his men broailcast info the heart of the 
British imsilioms in an attempt to take Tobrnk itself by storm — and at 
once. It wa.s learned fiom iirisoner.s and ilocnments that he planned 
to have Tobruk not later Ilian May oOtli — live days from the opening 
of the campaign. His four or five columns had spread on! like the 
fingers of a man’s hand. Tile hand reached upwards clutching at 
Tobruk from the soiitli. One aiuall Naxi tank force on the extreme 
left liad travelled right ui) inside tlieOaxiila bine and reaelieil the coast 
where a group of light coastal vessels coming from Denia had arrived 
to supply them on the bcaehes. Another column on the extreme right 
had gone off, more as a stunt than anything, tolilOobi, the .scene of 
the previous winter’s hattre, A third column under Marx was more 
enterprising still. vStriking north-east straight past l')l Adem it had 
arrived on the high ground to the east of Tobruk perimeter and occu- 
pied the vitally important ground at 1?1 Dudn andSidi Rezegh. The 
main part of the Axis forces-- the armoured I'air/.cr divisions ami their 
two Italian tank satellites —had stayed in the centre near Knights- 
hriclge in order to meet and destroy the British annottr there before 
advancing on Tobrnk. The eiicuiy seemed to be swarming ever.y- 
where. They drove through the night shooting out Very lights, 
banging their guns off to make as much uproar as possible and give 
the impression of great strength. Even at Oambut Ritchie’s head- 
ciuarlers were threatened. Tobruk and El Adem were forced to lock 
themselves in. The firing sounded from every direction in the desert 
and by night Axis aircraft were all over the clear sky. The fingers 
of the baud were beginning to lighten their grip. It wa.s a brilliant 
opening. It was as though a gang of thugs had invuded a house and. 
were prowling through the passageways, while the inmates had locked 
themselves in their rooms. And as tlie intruders pummelled at the 
doors and the windows, it was a moment of high nervous strain for the 
householder and his family. 

Then the British armour gave battle. The American Grants flung 
off their camouflage and went into action for the first lime. Tlie anti- 
tank gnus, came ont of hiding. About Knigbtsbridge and the Capu'/xo 
track the Nazi Panzer Divisions waited to receive them. The Germans 
knew the British tank tactics well enough — the headlong cliarge to get 
into range, the, flanking movements. They waited confidently behind 
their big guns, ready to break up the first onset by picking off the 
British vehicles one by one. But ’the charge never came. Instead 
the British tanks deployed — one group to either flauk, one to the centre. 
Then they settled into positions, hull dowii on the horizon. There 
was a moment of puzzling silence. Then a volcanic burst of armour- 
■ piercing shell ripped through the leading Nazi tanks. Then another 
.burst and another — bie 75-millimetxe shells with instantaneous fuses, 
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llial kept falliiif;' froiu a distance that was almost bej'ond the Germans’ 
own tango, 'fhc British anti-tank guns, the new gnus, opened np with 
an aching, sickening barrage. All this was something qtiite new. It 
staggered the Germans lor a while. The fluid fast-moving tank 
movement ol tlie winter had been tnrued into an artillery duel. The 
Polka bait become a Minuet. 

Trantic appeals went hack over the JSTazi radio for reinforcements 
in SR-millimetre guns. Because they had no choice, the Nazis rushed 
their tanks into Imll down positions and settled into a steady answer- 
ing tire. it was anti-tank gnus and tanks firing together now from 
fi.'ced positions. I'lie 8S-milliinctre and the Mark IV against the 
Atnerican Grant and the six-pounder. It was almost static battle. 
The opponents at two thousand yards’ distance or more could just see 
one another as dark dots on the horizon, and all the intervening space 
was filled with the crash of shells and dust and the rising flames 
and smoke of the vehicles that had been hit. Both sides sent in 
tlieir bombers to angmcnl the wreckage and coufnsiou. Soon there 
were broken tanks and gmis on every side. Some tanks were merely 
put out of action by a broken track or a jammed gun. Some blew up. 
Some Wore grotosciuely upended by the force of the shell that struck 
them. Arnbitlauce men rushed blindly into the chaos and the burning, 
and were tbcmselves hit as they tried to get the wounded away. 
Recoverj'' vehicles came forward to rescue the stranded guns and 
vehicles and were sinasbed, even Ireforo they could get their cranes 
working. 

The battle broke into parts and spread north and south of Capuzzo 
track. It rolled ttncoiilrollably across tlie sand and wherever they 
cottid the lighter British tanks nipped in among the fire of the leviathi- 
aiis and cast out their two-pouuder shell at close range. 

Since the Germans were attackiug and their most forward infantry 
troops were every hour in more urgent need of support, they had to 
go forward, Tliey could not afford at this stage to fight it pul shot for 
shot with the British in a slow-moving artillery duel. Again and again 
Rommel sent his men forward on to the British steel. It was the 
Germans who were charging now and tlie cost to both sides was apal- 
ling. One by one the Grants were knocked out but more and- more 
Valentines and Honeys came in with artillery support to take up the 
fight against an enemy who was tiring. 

Nor was the news any better for the Germans from the other 
Sectors. The tanks that had crept tip behind Gazala on the coast had 
been driven out. The supply barges Imd either- been sunk off the shore 
or forced to turn back. The ICnighlsbridge box, the hiib of the whole 
fjattlc, was wilbstanding every infantry attack. Up on El Duda, Colonel 
Marx was exposed' and alone and British forces were hurrying to deal 
with him. It w'as' essential for the German armour to push forward if 
he was going to survive. ' 
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While the lank duel alill drauged on, RoiniiicI ordered an all-out 
offensive against Knight si nidge, it Knightsbridge fellhe could reason- 
ably lioi)c to hold his iiositions and make good the awful damage his 
tanks were receiving. The 90thT,ight combined with Italian infantrymen, 
tanks, artillery and dive-bombers fell upon the box in a series of massed 
allaek.s from all sides. An immense batlle-cloud rolled across the 
Capiv/'/o track and the whole area was enveloped in eontinuous saud- 
.storms. fu this unreal glonni the men fonght. The Stnkas came back 
again and again. The enemy artillery got on to the box from several 
sides at once and there was hardly a yard in the target area that was not 
ripped and ravaged with higlr explosive. In regular waves the German 
and Italian infantry came on, rigid u]) to the minefields and there 
they Inoke, ilividcd and fell hack, it was Waterloo over again. 

'I'he linglish Guards witli their strange and slightly automaton 
code of hehaviour were peculiarly suited to this sort of action. It was 
something they understood. A position was given yon to fortify and 
then you got the order to hold it to the last round and the last man. 
It was siurply a matter of progressing to that final point, unless of 
course, the enemy got tired first. One .simply had to remain tliere 
firing through the dust and souielhiug or other would come out of llie 
muddle. Wlielher or not the ground was wisely chosen, whether or 
not victory or disaster emerged from Ihc struggle was not the essenlial 
point. The essential thing was that the Guards had l)een given tliis 
piece of ground to hold and the reputation of the regiment required 
that it siionld not be given up until the regiment wa.s wiped out or got 
the order to retire. 

So these odd gawky ofllcers with their prickly inoitstaohios, their 
little military affectations, their high-pitched voices and their little jokes 
from the world of Mayfair and Ascot kei)t bringing their men up to the 
enemy, and the men, because they were the picked soldiers of the 
regular army and native Euglishineii and vScols, did exactly as they 
were told, Knightsbridge did not break because it could not break. 
It stood through this maelstrom as a rock will stand against the sea. 

Rommel gave up. It was no good: he could not go on. Ilis tanks 
were getting nowhere. There were horrible losses on each side, some- 
what more on the British than the German. Left in an inipossil)le posi- 
tion without support or supplies. Colonel Marx evacuated HI Ducla in 
the night. From either .side of Tobruk the enemy fell back toward the 
centre. Their blit?, had exhausted itself like a spent rocket. Hveii at 
this stage things could have been retrieved If Knightsbridge had fallen, 
but Knightsbridge c1i-,l not fall. And all night and all day the R.A.F. 
kept Itombing, bombing, bombing. 

■ Rommel now ordered a general retirement. It was impossible for 
him to get his whole army round the long route past Bir Hacheim — 
the British were marauding down there anyway. Some shorter route 
had to be found. He ordered the retreat on to the centre ' part 
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of the Gazala I^ine. He ordered his eugineers to cut a passage through 
the British luiiies so that the Axis Army could escape westwards. .Mile 
by mile the Gcrmaus fell l')ack. They left Sidi Rezegh. They by-passed 
El Adein. Tliey came back from lire coast near Tobruk. The battle- 
weary defenders of the British boxes and tlic tired tank crews sitddeuly 
found themselves disengaged. They still waited doggedly at their 
positions for thes' had not yet guessed the extent of the enemy with- 
drawal and they expected renewed attacks. Nor did the British leaders 
realize how thoroughly they had cut down Rommel in his stride. In 
that confusion and high tension it was difficult for anyone to see ahead 
aud understand that a victory had been won. 

Disheartened, bewildered and partly disordered the Germans and 
Italians struggled back over the sand toward the rallying point in the 
centre aud the 8S-inilliiuetre guns kept up a ferocious rearguard action. 
They ringed the retreating men with steel and managed to get most of 
them under cover. Wrecked German vehicles aud guns were left in 
dozens on the battlefield. First one gap, then two were made in the 
minefields and the survivors began to straggle out to the west. 

This was the position after the first five days when I arrived 
at the front. The British, though, still badly shaken, were just begin- 
ning to reali'/.e that they had, iu fact, a victory on their hands. The 
German claws had been laid round them and now the fingers were re- 
laxing their grip aud drawing away. A signal came from Auchinleck 
“Well done, Kighth Army." There was an air of exhilaration and excite- 
ment in Gambut Camp. 

My first concern was to get to Knighlsbridge where the fighting 
was still swirling about uncertainly. No one seemed to know clearly 
what was going to happen, so we drove first to Gott’s headquarters 
near El Adeni, Indian soldiers were dug closely into the wadis about 
the cliff as wu turned in through the one narrow entrance between 
the minefields. 

A light screen of armotired cars and anti-tank guns was placed 
round the box aud the men were standing ready for action, since there 
were still im tubers of enemy about aud Messerschmitts were constantly 
coming over. Three huge steel-plated vehicles were dispersed under 
camouflage nets in the wadis. They looked like those big trucks that 
ply the roads between Eondon aud tlie north of England through the 
night. In one was the operational staff — the men who actually plan 
and direct the tactics. In the second vehicle, the signallers were at 
work. In the third was the intelligence staff and they were the people 
we wanted to see. The truck was fitted as an office. It was a maze 
of telephone lines and switchboards, of radios, maps, codes, typewriters, 
telephones and papers. A “blower” in one corner kept broadcasting 
the voices of men tuning in with information from the forward units-^ 
iulotmalion not secret enough or too urgeul to be put into code aud 
sent by dispatch rider. Jeeps were buzzing about outside carrying 
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liaison officLTS to different parts of the front. They were easily the 
most sticcesshil slaff cars either side used in the desert. 

Colonel Desmond YoniiH, commanding' oDicer of the fiuliaii Army 
Public Relations Unit, was standing oulsirle the Intelligence vehicle 
and Irnin him 1 got iny first indication llial sonietliing was going wrong, 
lie had come straighl from the hatllc an hour before and like everyone 
else lie was cheerful about what had been done. There was no doubt 
about it. The Nazis were mi the run. 

“But,” Desnioucl kept saying, “I don’t understand why we aren’t 
following up. Why aren’t the Indians going in after them? We could 
liave occupied the baltkiicUl yesterday and grabbed all those Jerry 
tanks lying about. The Germans themselves are milling about all over 
the place. Why don’t we push in and mop them up? [fs a job for the 
infantry now. We will have to move quick or you can bet your life 
they will re-form a line. I can’t underslaud if. I am only afraid that it 
is already too late.” 

Pie had raised the point that was going to make many a bitter argu- 
ment in the days to come. Our armour was temporarily weakened intt 
all the olhet position, s ludd. Could not the South Africans and the 
NngHsh have come out of their positions in Gazala and burst along the 
coast ? They would have outflanked the partly disorgatuKeil cneiuy in 
the centre, and cut him off from his supplies. They were eager to do 
it. The IfiClieth Djvision were, in fact, to show later how well it could 
be done. But to-day they rested in their positioius. The Indian division 
got no orders to close upou the Kuightsbridge area in force. Only light 
skirmishes occurred on the battlefield. The Axis, meantime, regrouped. 

A digression here about Colonel Young beft>re lie goes out of this 
story. The last time I had seen him was on March 291U in the easy 
.su rroundings of the Imperial Hotel in New Delhi where we wore having 
a talkative dinner with Malt Halton. I suggested that we should lake 
bets against one another about the future course of the war. Here are 
the bets as they were scrawled and signed on the back of a military 
movement order and an invitation to meet Stafford Cripps. The bets 
are in rupees. 

“Moorchead lays ten to four against India being invaded witliin 
three months. 

"Moorehead lays ten to five against Turkey being invaded within 
three months. 

‘‘Mooreliead lays ten to seven against Australia being invaded 
within tlu'ee months.” 

(This turned, out to be three up to me.) 

"Haltoii lays, ten to six that Dakar will be occupied by American 
troops within three months.” 

(One up to Younp" and me.) , 
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“Yotittg lays ten to live against Halfaj'a Pass being occupied by 
tbe enemy within three months." 

(One tip to Haiton and me bat only jnst.), 

Then finally this in Young’s band; 

Young lays ten to ten that of the three signatories of these bets, 
one of them will be killed, wounded or captured before September 
30th, 1942." 

What a bet to take so lightl 5 ’ against fate in that crowded and com- 
fortable room I Desmond Young left ns at Kl Adeni to go hack to the 
front on this fifth morning of the battle. We never saw him again. We 
heard first that he had been killed, then wounded, and then finally that 
he was a prisoner of war in Germany. 

We slept that night among the rocks of Ul Adem. We were a big 
party with three vehicles — the conditcling officer and his three drivers ; 
Clifford, Chester Morrison of the Chicago Sun, and George Lait of the 
International New Service, who were lualdng their first trip to the 
front, and myself. Elach of us found a deep grave and spread out his 
bed on the bottom of it. There was no great danger of our being hit 
by bombs in the night, but we found we slept better when we knew 
we were secure. The drivers brewed one of oitr famous stew and with 
a mug of whisky and water apiece we sat round it for hours in the 
darkness talking. Such nights were an enduring pleasure. The end- 
less space of the desert made men turn to one another for company, 
and the sense of danger brought warmth and raciness to their talk. 
Nvery so often onr conversation would pause and we listened to the 
sound of bombers low overhead or saw in the distance sudden yellow- 
flares go up oil the horizon. Atmospherically these moments had tile 
flavour of a boy's adventure yarn. 

It was midnight when we crawled into onr sleeping-bags among 
the yellow rocks. I woke at 2 a,m. to find our little valley bright with 
yellow light and the sky above full of the noise of Junker bombers. 
Ode of their flares drifted like a chandelier across the dark rim of the 
escarpment and hung gently above us. I saw the others leaning on 
their elbows and watching and waiting for the inevitable sequel. Put 
the bombs, whcii they fell, lauded far off on' the airport and we drifted 
into sleep again. 

In the morning we drove on down the Capuzzo track toward 
Knightsbridge. AH through the first hour w,e passed through the 
recent battlefield and it looked good at first. Many Mark III and Mark 
IV tanks lay about, interspersed with the daniaged hulks of onr own 
Grants and Valentines, and upturned gnus and trucks of both sides. 

The thing that made Clifford and me enthusiastic was the re- 
covery that was going on. Huge tank, transporters, the largest vehicles 
in the. desert, were bounding over the tracks. Gangs were .hoisting 
the tanks, both German, and British, on to the trailers. We stopped 
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aud talked to one of the tank crews that had jnsl come ont of battle 
with a ianiiued gun. They said that a luimher of defects were showing 
nil in the Grant. The tracks were soinewbat vulnerable. The iireci- 
sion instruments were not so good as llic British, the big gun did not 
always eject the shell promptly and the vehicle’s aeroplane engine was 
still a little weak for the weight of the tank on heavy sand. 'I’hose 
were some of the teething troubles, “hut, Lord love you, what a job 
she is,” said the driver, “and that gun there is a wizard. There’s 
nothing wrong with the armour either. Take a look at that (a couple of 
jagged scratches on the turret) and that (a dent like a hoof piint on the 
front) and that (a line of shrapnel holes through the rubber 1 reads of the 
port track). Everyone of them is a direct hit from a Jerry Mark fV.” 

They were going back now to collect another tank and get into 
the battle again. The place where they got their new tank w'as a 
sciuare half-mile of desert covered with vehicles that had been wrecked 
in the battle. I crawled over many of the damaged tanks and talked 
to the crews. They were all delighted with the Grants, delighted 
with the sweetness with which the big brutes crawled over the sand. 
For the first time they felt they had an inslrumeut in their hands which 
was the ecpial of anything the Germans could bring against them. 
The pity was that there were not more of them. 

Much that the Germans had taught us about recovery in the win- 
ter campaign had been learned and improved upoJi. Each British 
armoured brigade had its own recovery unit and mobile workshops. 
The transporters were going right into the battle to lug out the 
disabled vebiclcs. At this forward workshop those taidis which could 
be repaired within three days were band led and sent straight hack 
into the fight again with their old crews. The ptUers more l)a(lly 
damaged were sent back to a desert tank ho.<!pital or to the railhead 
near Tobruk and thence the trains carried them to the Nile Della where 
practically any job conld be undertaken. New tanks were coming irp 
all the lime from Cairo and being manued near the front. In this way 
a constant stream of damaged tanks was coming out of battle and new 
and repaired ones going in again. It was llte blood-slreain of the 
annotir, the thing that could turn defeat into victory. 

Firing was now sounding intermittently from the direction of 
Knighlsbridge aud we hurried ou...ou into the most painfully 
memorable sandstorm of my experience. I do not think I can improve 
on the description of this day as I find it in my notes written on the 
spot when the dust was still in my eyes and my mind full of hate for 
the desert and all ,ita parts : 

“It had to come. Everyone knew that. Millions of tank and tire 
treads have ground the thin crust on top of the sand into loose powder. 
When a hot strong wind blew from Uie South yesterday morning, 
everyone got ready: At midday the .visibility, was fifty vatds with 
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occasional clear patches. At 14.00 hours it was twenty yards ; at 
16.00 lor a good part of the time it was nil. 

“Except lor a little shelling and one or two skirmishes the two 
armies lost contact with one another. Germans and Eng'li.shmen may 
have lain a hundred yards apart and never have known it. Tanks that 
could have blown one another to bits passed by within easy range since 
the crews were blinded and their hearing numbed. Occasionally, 
when the sand lifted for a minute or two, the machine-gunners blazed 
away at one another, but then the pall fell again and the bullets spent 
themselves uselessly in space. 

“I drove out toward the central front from General Gott’s head- 
yuarters hoping to see something of the battle west of Knighlsbridge. 
For the first hour it was not bad . . . just a matter of coasting along 
through the foot-deep dust of Capuzzo track. Weird shapes came out 
of tlie dust that was now ri.sing half a mile in the air. It was like 
moving at sea through a heavy log, except that the shapes wLicli 
lunged up at you suddenly were five-ton lorry convos’s, tweuts’-five- 
pounder guns, and tank recovery vehicles. 

“We threaded through last week’s battlefield where mingled 
derelict British and German tanks lay in the positions where they had 
been blasted to a standstill. We fouled a slit trench. Then, reversing, 
we swerved madly at the last second to avoid an anuonred car that 
towered out of the gloom. 

“My couductiiig officer had his head poked through the roof of 
our truck all this time. He was on the look-out for the SUikas which 
had been blitzing this track for the past five days. They dive on you 
from behind and you have to keep watchiug. But no Stuka could live 
in this storm and tlic officer drew his head in. His face was like sand- 
paper, his eyes bloodshot, aud his fine military moustache, soaked 
with saud, looked like a piece of wet flannel. 

“Each one of us — every man in the desert in fact — looked like a 
clown with red-rimmed eyes peering through faces daubed with sand 
and with lines of sweat running down onr cheeks. 

“Toward Knightsbricige a line, of smashed German tanks showed 
where British mines liad been stiwii. And here tire storm touched its 
height. Vivid, lovely colours filled the air according^ to bow the sand 
thickened' or thinned under successive gusts of wind. Sometimes it 
was pink, sometimes bright orauge, then grey? and whitish greys 
strengthening again into orauge. 

"A towel wotttid rbuiid his face up to his goggled eyes, a military, 
policeman guided us’through the niines into Knightsbridge. _ At walk- 
ing pace we felt ottr way toward the brigadier’s dugout. This dugout 
was straight 'Journey’s End.’ Six officers crouched there just below 
ground level, and their eyuipment was a couple of field telephones 
aud not much else. It was impos®bIe to eat ; at limes' eveii difficult to 
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talk as the sautl drove clean tliron*;]! the dngont. Tt coated the maps 
so Ihicklj’ in ihist that 5 'on had to brush jnrnr hand acmss the paper to 
read it, ‘We’re shelling when we can, hut God knows wliat we’re hit- 
ting,’ they told ns, and like noises of(-atage in a stage play, the gums 
sounded to the left. 

“From somewhere ont in tio-tuan’s-land one ol the company com- 
maudeis was shouting through the teleidionc, ‘There’s something ahead 
of us, but wc don’t know what it is.’ 

“ ‘How do 3 ’'ou know it’s there?’ shouted the hiigadier. 

“ ‘Because,’ answered the voice ‘every time 1 shove my head ont of 
this hole 1 get a burst of machine-gun fire,’ 

“On the other telephone the brigade major was saying to anotlier 
advanced platoon leader ; ‘No. Tell tbeni to slay out lliete and pnsh 
on if they possibly can. It’s no use their trying to come back here for 
lunch and tea and all the rest of it — we haven’t got any anyway.’ 

“These men were Onardsmen, members of the oldest families in 
Tingland. The brigadier is one of the wealthiest men in the army out 
here. All of us sat there with just one oveniding idea apart from the 
battle — what would it be like to have a glass of cool, sand-free water? 

“These were the soldiers who took the first shock of the Gerniau 
offensive. Tliey held Kniglilsbridge for days while it was isolated, and 
in the end Kniglitshriclge — it bears this name, but really it’s only just 
another bit of empty desert — ^lias become the linchpin ol the whole 
battle. The fighting keeps swirling around it and always the Germans 
know that at any moment the Guardsmen may sally out through their 
minefields and take them in tlie rear. The best tiling I know to say 
about these men is that they ate no longer amateurs, no longer a 
group of civilians turned soldier. They are professionals. So this 
story they told us in the dugout seemed funny. 

“A young I,ondon playboy liad joined the regiment recentiju He 
had never fired a guii in auger. When the Germans came in with llieir 
main assault everyone—- cooks, orderlies, iiieclmnics and staff officers — 
was ordered to mount the spare .guns and do what they could. This 
young officer was given one of the new two-pounder anti-tank guns. 
‘What do I do ?’ lie asked. They told him to prrll the string. He 
pulled it. Out in the desert a few hundred yards away a Nazi Mark IV 
stopped dead in its tracks. He had holed in one. The lank was 
written off for the rest of tlie battle. 

“The story was capped with a terrific explosion outside the 
dugout. It shook the saud out of the bags around us and we tried to 
identify the noise. It was not a bomb, not a shell, not someone step- 
ping on a mine. And it was one hundred yards away. An officer 
came in with the expianailon — that strange electric current that plays 
through a sandstorm interfering with the telephone and radio had 
ignited a dump fuH of explosives ■ 

, "Out in the sandstorm again a Guardsman told us the way through 
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the tuineEelds to one of the British armoxirecl brigades we had been 
trj’iiig to catch for the past two days. The brigade was temporarily 
held down by the storm only a mile or two away and we set off. I 
walked in front of the vehicles as it was impossible now to see anj'- 
tliiug throngh the windscreens. The .sand stung one’s bare knees as 
though they were plunged suddenly in very hot water. We followed a 
pipe-line and skirted a minefield, keeping just two yards off from the 
triiiwire. Other travellers called to us through the storm asking 
directions— Indians, South Africans, Tommies — but we could not help. 
Sometimes, unable to see anything or even think very clearly, I was 
forced to stop and stand for ten minutes. After a mile or two we gave 
it up. I am no desert expert, but I defy anyone to find anything in 
such a storm when even an oil compass plays tricks. I crawled back 
into the leading car gasping for breath — as all the others were. 

“liven though our second vehicle kept three yards behind us and 
we made only three miles an hour, we lost it on the long return 
journey. It’s no joke losing anyone in this area which can be overrun 
by tlie enemy at an hour’s notice. 

“It was not until nearly 21.00 hours when the sun, coloured pale 
ice-blue by the sand, was setting that the storm began to die diown. 
One by one the things around us took shape and as visibility extended 
from a hundred to five hundred yards the desert began to take on its 
normal contours again. The whole landscape looked worn out and 
utterly desolate after this hateful day. In a few hours the wrecks of 
luauy vehicles have been half buried in the sand and new .dunes and 
ridges have appeared. On the battlefield all the, broken relics of the 
fighting have been covered over. 

"Both sides suppose that the storm has been of advantage to them- 
selves. Cerlainly it has helped in giving cover to troops going to new 
positions. But I doubt if either side really benefits. The war simply 
has been made tougher and more of a trial of endurance than it was. 
If victory comes it will have been earned as much against tlie weather 
and the desert as against the Germans.” 

It was Chester Morrison and his driver who were in the lost 
vehicle, and we were additionally worried about them because a scare 
had been raised at El Adem. We were told that the entrance had to be 
mined and closed immediately. The enemy were reported three miles 
awayi Any vehicles that were going iu had to do so immediately. 
What to do? Go inside aiid get locked up there for days possibly, 
while the enemy milled around? Stay where we were? It was. out of 
the question to go looking for the other vehicle at night. 

Chester solved it all by turning up at dusk and we ran down to 
the sea to eat and sleep and wash the dirt out of our ears. At head- 
quarters next day there was still an astonishing absence of news. The 
situation was tense- It felt as though we were on the edge of a 
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considerable viclorJ^ Yet tliere was no real news. We drove back 
then into the battle area and this time there was a real scare. In the 
late afternoon the firing sounded clearly aboul ten miles away — it wa.s 
another of these indeterminate skirmishes that seemed to go on and on 
without getting anywhere, We decided to bed down for the night. 
The trucks were niipacked, the beds set up beside slit trenches and a 
slew put on to boil. Meanwhile the sound of firing was increasing. 
A few bursts of shellfire leaped up on the western horizon. This was 
between fill Adem and Knightsbridge and we had judged ourselves 
reasotiably secure tor the night. But here were all the old ominous 
signs again. . .trucks racing through our camp, the increasing sound 
of Bhellfire. The vehicles broke over the horizon fir.st in pairs, then 
ill dozens, then in scores. We had been long eiiongh in the desert to 
understand. 

We packed up swiftly, bolted down the slew and set off for the 
coast. Half-way there it grew dark and there were extraordinary siglil.s 
in the desert. The coloured Very lights of the enemy kept Imrsling 
up from the east and, nearer at hand, the retreating British lorries 
were rtinuiug on to luiiiefields. Soon half a dozen lorries were blazing 
around us and we orrrselves were not at all too sitre of our direclion, 

Suddenly in live darkness I heard wood spllutering under the 
wheels of my truck and caught a glimpse of a wire fence. I expect we 
all had the same sickening feeling at once — “mines.” Wc stopped and 
peered out. We were in the middle of a fronl-line cemetery. Broken 
while crosses lay under the wheels and farther back we could heat the 
other truck blundering into other graves. Feeling guilty and confused, 
we got out somehow and reached the road leading down to Tobruk. 

Tobruk wa.s in an uproar. Axis bombers were coming over 
dropping flares and from all the perimeter the tiacer bullets were 
arching upwards in cascades of red light. In thousands the little red 
balls crawled lazily upwards or got lost in a confusion of exploisive 
brrrsls. On the ground the gun flashes and the gun noise mingled 
with the light and the explosion of the falling bombs. It was a heavy 
raid, and it went on Cor hours. To the west the arUllety kept up a 
barrage through the night. 

There was no peace anywhere around Tobruk. We caihped one 
night six miles away by the sea; the enemy planes kept passing only 
a few hundred feet over our heads. A wall of ack-ack was going up 
from the port. One enemy pilot lost either his direction or his nerve 
or both, and dropped his flares directly over out tiny camp. It was 
as though one had suddenly been stripped naked. IJvery nionsel of 
sand seemed to stand out in the blinding ligiit. Then a stray bomber 
came and while we flung ourselves from onr beds to the ground,, we 
heard the wlrhstle of the bombs leaving the bomb racks. They erupted 
inouutainou.sly five hundred yards away, and the earth wrenched and 
shuddered all around us. 

Frank Gervasiy of Collier's Mao-aHve, had now joined our party 
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willi another vehicle aud with him we tonred back and forth along" the 
line trying to clarify thd battle in our heads. I/ittle by little, we began 
to realir.e what had happened. The chance ot annihilating the Axis 
Army on the minefields — if the chance ever existed — had gone. 
Whether throngh the lack of foresight, the poorness of coiuinnnications 
or the insnflaciencj'i or the eoinbination of these things, onr troops had 
failed to press on the heels of the enemy. He had halted his move- 
ment westwards. He had destroyed the minefields in the centre of 
the Gazala Tine and the gaps, which he had made for his retreat, were 
now being nsed to bring in snpplies. The Axis troops lay wedged in 
a solid block in the centre of the minefields and it seemed we were 
powerless to shift them. Attacks were sent in from the north, south 
and east separately, in stages, and at once. It made no difference. In 
these few vital days Rommel had had lime to build a line aud behind a 
ring of steel he was regrouping. 

tiomeoue, without much originality, had called this central area 
"The Devil’s Cauldrfm” and the name stuck. The R. A. F. Bostons 
pounded the Cauldron right through the daylight hours. The British 
artillery got on to it. The Infantry charged its flanks at night. There 
was some bloody and desperate fighting. One of our best tank com- 
manders was lost and many of his tanks with him. Now it was the 
British who were trying to attack, and again aud again they ran upon 
those deadly SS-inillimetre guns which Rommel had posted right 
round his precarious positiou. 

It was about litis stage that Oeneral Crtiewell, hastening to the 
front in a vSlorclr coiumuuicalion plane, was forced down into the mine- 
fields and brought in. His dead pilot’s blood was still splashed on his 
bools when I saw him at Gambut. But the capture of a senior general 
was not going to make much difierence either way at this nioiiieut. The 
two armies had got themselves inextricably mixed up and every day 
that went by was to the advantage of the Germans. Soon they 
had trati stormed a very precarious positiou into a fortress. Onr mobile 
patrols acting on the lines of communication to the west could uot do 
much. It was a deadlock. Tobruk for the time being was saved. It 
was useless to lament that we had not pushed our victory home when 
we had the chauce. The thing now wa,s to devise a new offensive 
before the Germans were strong enough to launch one. 

From now on it was almost entirely a matter of reorganization and 
speed in everything. It was not a question of some geuera!l devising 
a brilliant sclieme. On neither side had any real originalilj’- been 
shown. The tactics Rommel used were simply lliose employed by 
Wavell eighteen months earlier when we went round one enemy 
positiou after another. All that Rommel planned to do had been antici- 
pated by the British and thej' had defeated him — or at least thwarted 
him. And now the British were cinile powerless to initiate any new plan 
to shake the enemy from his positions. It was a matter of discipline. 
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of the slicking power of llie orcliiiarj' soldier, of the cpialitj^ and luiin- 
ber of weapons; or, in other words, of the whole system and eons- 
trnctioii of the armies. The army that was best trained and equipped 
was the one which was going to break this deadlock to its advantage. 
The silnation required not so much a brilliant general as a laige nuiu- 
hei of soundly trained young oflieers and N. C. O.s. Provided that 
he did nothing glaringly stupid, a very average gciu-ral could have 
led the be.st trained army successfully out of this mess. Conversely, 
a vet'}' brilliant general could not have got a victory out ol the army 
whicli was the more poorly etpiipped and officered. SJo now that tlie 
surprise elements were gone, the possible tactics exhausted, the morale 
about evenly matched and both sides cUrtched at one another like 
tired wrestlers in a close emiuace, it reniaiiied to I)e .seen whieli was 
the hotter army. 



June in Tobruk 


KOliNIG, a dark sallow-faced man wearing his blue and 
red kepi and the cross of I/orraiue, got word in tlie first days of 
June tliat the name of his Preuchmen was to be changed. There were 
no longer tlie Free French. They were to be called the Fighting 
French . . . L,a France Coinbattante. 


His French, indeed, had need of all their fighting now. They 
had come down here to this box at Bir Hacheim in the early sjiring 
and they were a very mixed collection. Some like Koenig liimself, 
had been named by the Vichy Government and declared traitors. All 
of them had been outlawed by France and dispossessed of their pro- 
perty, their titles and their citizen rights. They were rebels and could 
be shot if captured. 


They had come together from the strangest places. Some liad 
drifted in from French Indo-Chiua iu the wake of General Catroux. 
Some had escaped in boats from France, sailing northwards to Fugland 
and southwards to Algiers and Morocco. Some had come up from 
the Congo jungles in the South, or enlisted in Syria and Rgypt, some 
had got away from the Balkans or crossed from America. There were 
regular soldiers apd diplomats, Spahis and sapiers-pompiers, Inisiness 
men and Foreign Tyegionaircs, sailors and farmers, black and whitp. 
For the' past two years there had always been a couple of companies 
of Free. French somewhere near the fighting in the Middle ' Hast, but 
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they ^veTe never in enough numbers to be of much consefitieuce and 
somehow tliey filled oddly into the picture — strangers in an il^mpire war. 

But now in Bir Hacheim thei e was a full brigade of Fighting Phench- 
nieti ecjuipped like any other British brigade with anti-tank gnus 
and twenty-five pounders, Bren guns and Bofors and good sut>plies 
of water, food and ammuiiition. They were in the most exposed and 
isolated sector of the front. And, looking out from the bare hot ridge 
w'here bis troops were lying, Koenig saw^that his position was ho 
longer only dangerous — it was critical. Rommel once more w'as going 
to attack. 

The plans of the enemy were all too obvious. They were wed- 
ged solidly now in the centre of the Gazala Line, cutting Bir Hacheim 
off from the Briti.sh positions to the north. They had repaired a great 
number of their tanks and guns and brought up new ones. Their 
infantry vVas rested. Since the British had failed to dislodge them and 
they had turned a difficult defensive position into a striking base, there 
was no reason why they shoitld not return to their original plans for 
the cpiick conquest of Tobruk. And the first step in that direction was 
the oblileralion of the Fighting French at Bir Hacheim. Once Bir 
I-Iacheiin fell, Rommel could claim all the desert south of Tobruk, he 
could speed his communications and remove the threat to his right 
flank. He could make the whole Gazala Line uulenable. 

In the first week of June Rommel flung the full weight of his 
striking force on to Bir Hacheim. It was apple-pie for the Stukas. 
They came over in hatches of thirty and forty from the first daylight 
hour and shattered the ridge from one end to the other. Koenig called 
for the R. A. F. He added that the enemy were creeping round him to 
the east and that he would soon be cut off unless something was 
done. The Hurricanes and Kitlyhawks went out in force, for there is 
nothing in the sky so helpless as a Stuka once the fighters are around. 
The R. A. F. caught one batch just as they were about to bomb. There 
was havoc over Bir Hacheim. Frenchmen, lifting their grinning faces 
rtp from the slit trenches, counted ten, fifteen, twenty, twenty-two 
machines with the black German cross go spinning into the sand and 
burst. Right round the garrison black plumes of smoke stood up. 
Koenig radioed delightedly, “Merci pour ja, R. A. F.,” and the R. A. F., 
equally pleased, signalled him in reply, “Merci S. votis pour le sport." 
From that moment the R. A. F. took the Frenchmen tinder their wing. 
There was always a bomber or a fighter squadron somewhere over Bir 
Hacheim. But it was not enough. The German infantry crept closer 
and closer up to the French outposts — little groups oE machine-gunners 
dug into the sand in the outer minefields. The Nazi 88-millimetre guns 
got the range and the ridge came under a bombardment that continued 
through the night, and grew heavier every day as more and tnore guns 
came up to strengthen the enemy infautry. Repeatedly Ritchie en- 
quired from his Gambut headquarters, "Are you all right? How are you 
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getting on now?” From tlie battle Koenig answerctl, ‘‘All right. 
All right tor tlic time being. But we shall need more supplies.” All 
his guns were in operation, 'pie gunners were reporting tliey had only 
a (ew days’ supplies left. 

Ritchie sent down a convoy with twenty-thousand rounds o£ 
Boiors anuuuuiliou. It got Ihroitgli. The next day the Germans attacked 
again. They were putting in staggered attacks that came ati'hst troiii 
the south, tiieu the nortl-^^ then the west. Again Ritchie sent out a 
convoy and gave it a tank screen. 'I'liere was liitter skirmishing on 
the route, but some of the heavily laden lorries got in. After that it 
was hopeless. Rommel shifted his armour right round Bir Ilacheim. 
The garrison was cut off, Thu enemy now was intent on two things — to 
starve the defenders and keep them continually awake with a non-stop 
liomhardment. Lack of food and sleep were the things that broke 
men’s morale, 

'riiere were two women in the garrison. They had gone down to 
drive staff cars and act as secretaries. Now they became nurses atul 
stretcher hearers, and they were all day and night among the mounting 
wounded, They cooked and served meals to release extra men for 
the front. Soon both food and medical supplies began to run out. 
There were no more such delicacies as coffee and that soup they used 
to prepare from the desert snails. Tt was biscuits, bully-beef and 
sometimes tea. The inoii in the outposts went lor whole days without 
auytliiug at all. 

'file R. A. F. made one mote effort. Back near the Egyptian bor- 
der the ground crews worked all night stowing supplies into Bombay 
troop carriers. Again and again the Bonrhays ran across Bir Hacheitn 
in the darkness and parachuted down drags and bandages, siiare parts 
and petrol, bullets and grenades. But you cannot supply a brigade 
with a handful of Bombays. A good deal of the slnff was smashed or 
lost in lauding. At the end of leu days the garrison was in a despe- 
rate position. Burnitig vehicles studded the ridge. There was no 
part of that grou nd that had not been pitted vvitli shell and bomb holes. 
All night the boiubardment went on and the enemy ring closed tight- 
er and tighter. 'Blie rest of Ritchie’s men hacking and thrusting at 
other sectors of the line to relieve the pressure on the garrison could 
.still make no headway. 

In this crisis there was revived spontaneously in the desert all the 
spirit of the B'rench soldier in the last war. In its small way there 
was a touch of Verdun about Bir Hacheiin. As the Guards had fought 
with stubborn discipline at KuigliLsbridge, so now the Bh-oncli fought 
tvith art and desperate comradeship and were gallant in their own way. 
All the bitter accusations against the French soldier after the fall of 
France were being denied and proved false under this little tricolour 
that kept hanging in dusty folds on the ridge of Bir Hacheiin. Wher- 
ever yon went in the desert, you found the rest of the uien of the 
Eighth Army full of glowing pride for the French. 
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Twice the Gennaus swarmed over the outer garrison del'ences in 
the north-west. Twice the French swept them out with the hand- 
grenade and the machine-gun. But there were leu Germans to every 
Frenchman and the same defenders could not go on forever meeting 
fresh men and fresh guns. They wanted sleep, some pause. They 
never got a pause. 

All this time the South Africans were held practically idle in 
Ckijiala. At 110 time apparently did Ritchie leel strong enough to risk 
getting them out of their fortified positions and sending them into 
attack on the enemy flank. In the end this may have been the deciding 
point and by June 11th it was all over. Koenig, without stores, with- 
out reinforcements, w'ilhout much hope, reported he could not do 
more and he was ordered to come out. 

At least three times tlinuigh the battle the Germans had sent in 
officers with white flags to demand Koenig’s surrender and had been 
contemptuously refused. They had even resorted to such tricks as 
sending out false instructions on the radio ordering him to capitulate. 
Even now Koenig would not surrender. On the night ol June 11 th, he 
began firing his remaining dumps and stores, ■and gathering his lueu 
into a closer ring. They hung on somehow Ihronglt the 12th, and that 
night they boarded their trucks and set course north-eastwards to fight 
their waj" out. A rearguard was left behind on the ridge with the most 
badly wounded. They wrecked the remaining arms and covered the 
retreat. 

Tlirough the night there was a bitter skirmishing. But the French 
now put forth their final effort. It was each man for himself and, with 
all the hale and desperation of soldiers in battle against odds, they rau 
upon the Germans in the darkness. It^wasa matter of the bayonet 
and the rifle now*. And since the French were prepared to accept 
immediate deatli to get tlirough and commit any risk, the enemy gave 
way in confu.sion before them. Koenig came out at the head of his 
Fighting B'rencliuien and next day was safe inside the British lines. 
It was a tired and shaken group of Axis soldiers who went in to occupy 
the barren waste on the ridge. 

Bir Hacheim had been an epic struggle and the results of this 
defeat were great. The Gazala Eine was cut in half. The British 
defensive position in front of Tobruk now resembled a big nuadrilateral 
with Tobruk, Gazala, Knightsbridge and .El Adenl at the corners — and 
not a very good position atthat. Still there remained theBritish armour. 
So long as that was in being, Rommel could not get through. Against 
this armour Rommel now sent every tank he could summon into battle. 

The Germans drove forward iu a great wedge eastwards along the 
Capuzzo track. They were taking no chances this time. Their tanks 
were kept bunched together and along either flank of the advaucing 
wedge great quautilies of 88-iuillimetre guns were spaced. These guns,- 
iu fact, formed a protective layer right round the Axis forces and there 
were more ot them than had ever been seen, in the desert before. It was 
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not known that Rommel had so many guns or lliat he liad rnshed llietn 
forward so rapidly with his tanks. All the British sconts could see on 
June J2th was the api)roachin}? dust clond under its screen of aircrad. 

Again the British tanks raced to concentrate. We had to give 
battle now whether we liked it or not, for it the Axis forces kept going 
they would reach Tobruk. 

The British tank.s had Ireeii reduced from three to little more than 
one liiigadc, which was somewhat less than the Oerman total. Tlii.s 
discrepancy might not have mattercil so much had we had the same 
proportion of Oranls as liefore. Bat the Grants had taken heavy losses 
in the May hallle and only a squadron or two was left. This meant 
that we were flung hack on the Valentines ami Honeys which were 
going to be outgunned from the start by the Mark Ills and IVs. It 
was going to he a matter of destroyers and light cruisers agaigsL 
battleships. 

This was one of the uvo vital things that governed this battle 
which has since been treated as such a mystery. The other thing needs 
a little hunger explanation. 

Rommel (as I know from a private source) iiarl said to a British 
brigadier whom he had captured in the winter campaign: “I don’t care 
how many tanks you British have so long as you keep splitting them 
up the way you do, I sliall just continue to destroy them piecemeal.” 

The British commanders were well aware of the dangers of split- 
ting their forces. But to keep tanks together in battle is not so simple 
as it sounds. On the evening of June f 2th Ritchie had hall a dozen 
isolated iufantrj'' groups calling for armonrod assistance. The situation 
. was extremely fluid the direefion of the Germans not yet defined and 
there was the possibility that Rommel niiglit attack any one of several 
places — be might turn on Knightsbridge, or Gazaln, or iUl Adem, or 
remain in the centre. What to do? If all the British tanks were sent 
in one direction the enemy might mop up a number of isolated infantry 
positions in their absence. If Ritchie withheld his tanks altogether lie 
faced the possibility of the same result, plus the danger of the enemy 
getting right on to the Tobruk perimeter. Actually, on June I2th, the 
British lauk.s were scattered round the Capuzzo track and from that 
time forward it was the enemy which compelled their movcmenls-- not 
the general. As soon as the British oittposls reported contact, events 
went forward so swiftly and fatally that there was no lime for any 
effective single control. 

It was usually like this in lank battles. No one on either .side saw 
this action deafly and fully. ...neither the man in tlie tank, nor the 
brigade comiuauder, nor the airman, nor the iulelUgence officer, nor the 
general. It was too complicated, too quick, loo obscured by flying sand'. 
Each inan saw or heard of only a few restricted and dramatic incidents 
and the whole picture was not worked out on a map until after the battle 
was over. And just as one man saw onlv a limited sector, so the 
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battle itself was divided into a series of fast-moving incidents which 
were a law unto themselves. 

Through this action, as through so many others, there was very 
little the general could do once the action was joined. The iuformatiou 
he gut was extremely meagre and quite likely to be wrong. Ritchie 
knew tliat even it he issued orders based on this information they were 
not likely to reach all the men for whom they were intended, and in 
any ease tlie situation would almost certainly have changed before the 
orders could be put into effect. Even the brigadiers in charge of the 
British torces, who had their headquarters in fighting tanks, quickly 
lost sight of the whole picture. So the real responsibility fell irpon the 
individual commandeis of the tanks. Isolated in 'their own vehicles 
thej' had to fight with their own wits and with not much direction from 
outside. It was the equipment and training that counted. 

Through the night of June 12th, Rommel continued his drive east- 
wards and before dawn of the following day he realized that he had 
had the great good luck to get between the two British brigades. 
.Saturday, June 1.1th — the nineteenth continnons day of battle — ^broke 
warm and clear. With the fir.st light the two armies were engaged. 
Almost at once the battlefield was covered over with rolling sand and 
the smoke of burning oil. Confused orders and messages were fli'ing 
over the radio on both aides. The front line British tanks called for 
assistance, and launched an attack from the north to cut through the 
base of Rouinicrs wedge. They ran at once on the SS-milliinetre guns 
that had been concealed in the night. Simultaneously, the tip of the 
enemy wedge threatened thc'Brilish armoured headquarters which 
rvere forced to decamp hurriedly eastwards. During this move the 
headquarters lost contact with a great part of the tanks joined in battle. 
And the battle was ferocious. 

In an attempt to get within range the British charged headlong 
upon the German positions. In a few ininntes it was a massacre for 
both sides. From dozens of concealed positions the S8s opened up a 
tremendous belt of fire. Those British tanks, which had somehow 
escaped the opening salvoes and got right up to the euetny, found 
themselves exposed and deserted by their comrades who had fallen by 
the way. Those who were only sUghtly hit at first and turned to get 
away were caught by the second and third barrages of gunfire. Those 
who came in as reinforcements found themselves in a confusion of 
blown sand, burning vehicles and deadly shellfire that raked the plain 
again and again. 'When at last tire British sighted the German tanks 
and went forward at them they were led on to other guns and demo- 
lished. Then and not until then, tlie German tanks came out, and ran. 
upon the British forces that had been largely cut up by anti-tank guns. 

To a great extent it was the repetition of the oldest tactic on earth. 
IfitUe brother goes down the road and the footpad springs out at him. 
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E,iUle lirollior nins bade lo the spul whtre liij; brolbet is wailiii}; with 
a (;mi,t.',ol biiliiiul tin.- eoriu-T. Bij; brother sinintfs oul and knocks the 
footpad down, 

Both sides liad many limes lined or tried to lure enemy tanks on 
to eiineealed anti-tank gnus. M'lie Germans succeeded here not lie- 
cause it was !i new Lactic, but because Ibe lifilish were bouiid lo attack 
to stop the inarcli on Tolintk, and to allnck they had lo run into the 
tuS barrage in order lo get their own guns within range. 

One after another the British S(|tiadrons reported that they were 
taking heavy losses and needed immediate sutiport. It was the 
Germans who were charging now, charging past the burning hulks and 
they forced the depleted dcletiflcrs to give battle. In this Lremendons 
follow-up the British became isolated from one anntlier and were forced 
to light in small gronps. These groups in turn got separated from 
their own anti-tank guns and their supply vehicles. Many tanks ran 
out of petrol and had to be abandoned. All the confusion which had 
overtakfcu the Genuans in their earlier retreat was redoubled here in 
the British lines and at a time when we had no reserves, when only a 
tew counters were left on tlte board, aiul so each counter was vital, 
This was the position that Rotnmcl had rcachcti in his big retreat from 
vSidi Rezegh in the winter except that it wa.s we. this time who had no 
more resefve.s. The gtcat battle for the annihilation of the tanks — the 
only sort of battle that counted most in the desert — was nearing its end. 

The had news began to come in to Briti.sh headiiuarters toward 
evening. E/iltle haggard gronps of men began filtering hack out of 
the chaos and each with a story of overwhelming German forces that 
had crushed them first with the gun and then the tank; The story that 
we lost some 200 tanks on this day was, of cour.se, nonsense. Actually 
the total was nearer 100. But we had no adequate reserves. 

That night, while red fires shone through the dust and still the 
artillery .sounded from the Caprrzjto track, it was seen that the British 
armour was gone. There was not sufficient force left lo meet Rommel 
any longer in the open desert. Only the experUs realized the full grim 
horror of that po.sition. The hard armonred coating round the British 
infantry was gone and the experts knew all loo well that onee that 
happens the victor claims the desert. The infantry becomes a liability 
instead of an asset. It is largely at the mercy of the enemy tanks oven 
in a defended position. 

Ritchie had only one order to give and he gave that ciuickly. 
‘Abandon the Gazala T/ine. Get out, and get out before it is too 
late,” The most now lie could hope to do was to bold Tobruk. He 
resolved that, if possible, he would trj' to keep a landward route open 
into file gatrisoh from the east since it was not worth while for the 
uavy'tosupply itby.sea this time. That .was Plan Number One, If 
the landward route wa,s cut and Tobiuk ourrounded then Plan Number 
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Two wi'atUl so into aotiou. Tobrak would seal itself up and try to 
bold out for perhaps a luontb until the British could re-form on the 
Esypfian froulier aiul counter-attack for the relief of the garrison. But 
cverytliius liml to be done riuickly even if ouly Number Two Plan 
was to go into effect. Tu the midst of the coiifu.sion, the sickening 
sense of defeat and doubt, the breaking of communications and the 
spectacle of the incoming wounded, the British coniinanders got to 
worh. It was the blackest night they' had faced in more than two y'ears 
of figh ting. 

On Gazala Pienaar and his South Africans atid the British 50th 
Division to the sonth of them heard the news with black dismay. 
Immediaie retreat. This was Ibe dismal end to thmr high hopes, to all 
the weeks and months of planning and working and preparing. They 
had stood ready to advance, not retreat, to blast through westwards 
along the coast and take Derna. The men felt thwarted, restless and 
angry. They cursed as they dug out their guns and gathered their 
etiuipnieul. They cursed still more when they were ordered to blow up 
some of those priceless guns and demolish the dumps of fuel and 
food and aininunition which they had dragged with such effort to high 
crannies in the rocks. It seemed to them there was no sense in this 
waste. Why couldn’t they fight ? 

But evcMi angry moods were a luxury in this crisis. Hrtrryiug 
from trench to trench in the darkness and shottdug their orders the 
vSemth African officers got their men into the trucks. Bnmping and 
heaving, the vehicles lurched down throngh the rocks to the const road, 
a long procession of disap]ioiuted angry men. Officers went up and 
down the line urging them to more and more speed. The whole South 
Africau division, ten thousand men, had to get into Tobruk before it 
was too late. Pienaar was being warned lionrly that he had not much 
lime left. The Germans wore already swarming up inside the line to- 
ward the coast. Once they got on to the cliffs above the sea, and 
dominated tlie road with llieir tanks and artillery, then Pienaar’s position 
would be critical, A rough line of minefields had been hastily fhiiig 
along the clifftops from Gazalato Acroina, just outside Tobruk, in order 
to keep the coast road open, Ritchie was rushing men there, but he 
advised the South Africans he could not hope to hold longer than forty- 
eight hours. Already, as the first South African brigade was hurrying 
down the coa.st toward the safely of ■ Tobruk, Acroma was engaged. 
British gnnuers turned back, the first wave of German tanks birt one 
or two of the neighbouring ridges were changing; hands almost hourly. 

The retreat went on all through the 14th and the 15th. As the South 
African rearguard came to leave its positions on Gazala, the enemy 
finally burst through and there was a running engagement down 
tile rocks. The coast road came under heavy fire and every vehicle was 
forced to lake its chance of . missing the shells that pelted down from 
over the Up of the escarpment and fell in uproar beside the sea. Drivers 
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simply liung liR'lil lo tlicir steeling ■wheels and drove flat mit. Some 
were caught in lial'fic jams and hit. Others were cut off. I, ike wolves 
in .some Russian snow-sled melodrama the Germans kept clo.sing in 
in increasing luimhers from behind. In the end most of tlic South 
Africans got through. 

B'ar down in the centre .something of the same sort was happening 
to the Guards, at Rniglitshrklgo. Willi the same discipline they 
smashed the guns which had done them great honour tlirongli the 
previous few weeks and began tiling out of the grim and honiblc stietch 
of sand for which they had Iieen willing to give their live.s the night 
before. Itverywhere across the desert vehicles were stieaining back 
to the cast'. Ambnlances laden with wounded plunged through the 
dust and jostled for iiosition on the track, s with armoured ears and 
tanks, jeeiis and travelling workshops. All the men from Kiiights- 
bridge’s satellite boxes, all the Indians on the Capnw .0 track were now 
on the move. Tliey tiled to keep a decent disiier.sal 'lor their own 
safety through the daylight hoiir,s, but at night the Irncks closed in, 
Vionnct to tailboard, and without lights of any kind, felt their way east- 
ward Ihroiigli the gloom. It was a moment ot such wide confusion, 
such complex movement, that no one, neither the Gernian coinniaud- 
ers nor our own, could say exactly what was happening. British 
aud Geniiaiis pas.sed one another within a few hundred yards in the 
night. And otto by one each box was emptied, its heavier eciiiipinent 
destroyed, and the men got away. 

Tliere. Tcniained only the Biiglish 50th Division south of Gazaln. 'It 
w'as too late now for them to fallow the south Africans eastwarrhs down 
the coast road ... the Germans were already swarming there. They had 
three altciiiative.s — they could surrender, they could try to find their 
way throtigh the desert lo the east, or they could go west. They 
chose the last. It was the one stroke of leadership and imagination that 
lightened the whole of this stage of the campaign — a forced niarcli 
straight into the heart of the enemy. By going west they were turning 
their backs on Tobruk and the Biilish lines: they were taking a chance 
of one in a hundred that tliey would be able to hurst clean through the 
Axis line aud tlieu wheel south and east through the open desert right 
round Bir Hacheim and so on back to the Blgypliau border. 

This plan had something in it that stirred the men. "With the feeling 
of high adventure they got to work. The whole division was split into 
small groups of a few vehicles each. ISach group was composed as a 
commando and told to fight like one — silently, swiftly, and to kill and 
get away. Rations were carefully measured out — water \yas the main 
thing. All lights, all smoking, was forbidden, Rveii lalldng was 
stopped. Then they sallied out into the darkness against the Italians 
each man for himself. 

An indescribable confusion broke out in the enemy lines as the 
British threaded or blundered their way through the minefields. An 
attack westward was the last thing that the enemy had expected at this 
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nioiuent. The attackers seemed to be comiug at them from half a 
dozeu directions at once. Italian commanders who sent reinforcements 
to a threatened area suddenly found themselves under fire and with 
what strength and with what objective they did not know^ Italian 
prisoners were taken as they lay sleeping on the ground. Convoys of 
enemy supply vehicles were ambushed and overwhelmed. Guns were 
put out of action before they could open fire. Dumps of food and 
petrol were pilfered before the guards could understand what was 
happening. 

The 50th burst clean through the enemy defences leaving a trail of 
burning vehicles, panic-stricken men, bemused commanders and con- 
fusion everywhere. Had they been on an organized and supported 
offensive they might have scattered the enemy in this sector in a single 
night and cleared the road to Bomba and Derua. As it was, thej*^ were 
alone and with many extraordinary adventures they came around Bir 
Hachcim and reached the British lines almost intact. 

It was now June 16th and nearly all the British positions west of 
Tobruk had either fallen or were about to fall. The line was broken. 
Rommel was triumphant along its whole length. Acroma held out 
fitfully for a day or two longer, then that collapsed. Only Kl Adem, 
south of Tobruk, remained and without wasting an hour Rommel flung 
upon it a succession of armoured attacks. The Indians fought ffom 
their high ground for several days and they were under almost con- 
tinuous bombardment and bombing. Then they, too, could do no more 
and they came out first into Siddi Rezegh and then down into the 
Tobruk perimeter. Tobruk slammed its gates. The siege was on. 

All through this chaotic period the R. A. F. was rising to a climax 
of endeavour. It was the one arm that was on the offensive through- 
out. While the enemy crept closet and closer Air Marshal Coningham 
still refused to abandon his forward airfields about Gambnl. The 
ground crews and the fighters kept going luitil the Nazi tanks rvere 
actually within ten miles of their fields, an unprecedented thing. They 
worked in a frenzy of energy , day and night. As the Germans closed 
in the British bombers made shorter and shorter runs until they were 
only fifteen or twenty minutes in the air at a time, The pilots would 
land, “bomb-up,” take off, attack the enenij' vanguard and return, and 
this was repeated again and again through the day. Under shaded 
lights the mecliauicB worked all night getting the night bombers away. 
They packed their tents on to trucks and kept everything ready for 
instant departure aiul while waiting for the arrival of the enemy tanks, 
thes’ still kept “bombing-up” the machines, re-threading the belts oi 
fighter amnninitioii, filling the tanks and getting the pilots into' the air. 

In the end they got word that the, Germans would be upon them 
withiu the hour. Pilots aud crews flung their beddiug into llieir 
machines aud look off. They dropped their last bombs aud then 
hastened to other airfields which had been prepared farther back. 
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The grotiud crews meanwhile jttniped into llicir Inicks auJ diove off a 
few iniimtes before Iheir camps were oveirnn. Tliey slept as they 
drove back to the rear fields, and Iheii they set to work a.gaiti. It was 
a tremendons burst o( coiiceutratcd eftort. 'L'hosc men, half dead with 
lack of sleep, delayed Rommel for {Several days. 

Those day.s were vital. They enabled Hiicliic to make al lea.sl a 
start on his islaiis lor the defence of Tobruk and to rcgnmii the main 
hulk of his armj' on the Ksyptian frontier. Tobink itself was swarm- 
ing with men. As Pienaar’s ten thousand came Ihrongli ho dropped 
off a battalion frtfm each of his three brigades and this now composite 
brigade was lelt behind to .strengthen the garrison while the rest of his 
South Africans hurried on to the. border. There was great, eongeslioii 
on the roads. 

On June lath the pictnre became darker still. The Germans sent 
out a screen of armoured cars and these rushed fiiili Re/.i.gh and IJl 
Duda. Soon they were plunging forward to the cliffs overlooking the 
sea. A few last Hrilish vehicles, through ignorance or courage or 
desperation, made a holt down the coast road from Tobruk and some 
got tlirougli and some were eanghl. Ritchie and all his lieadijuarters 
were cleared out of Gamimt and the Germtuis cpiickly had Oambnt too. 
There was uo hope of holding a supply route open now. Tobruk was 
cut off. Those inside the periiiieler were forced to .stay there and get 
ready for what was to come. Those outside hurried on to the border 
throwing up road blocks behind them, blowing hi idge.s, laying mines. 
Plan Number One was out of thenntestion. Plan Number 'rwo had to 
go into action. 

IJveti now it was not certain that Rommel would attack Tobiuk 
at once. All through June 18th his forward elements harried the 
British toward the frontier. Nazi tanks were seen even as far driwn 
the border fence as Sidi Omar. It seemed poSvSiiile that Rommel 
might ignore Tobruk for the time being and make straight for h'gypl in 
order to keep the Bighlli Army on the tun. lAnd bit by liil the Kighth 
Army was falling back on Bardia, Solium and Halfaya. Ritchie’s head- 
quarters were set up anew at Sidi Barrani in ligypl, some sixty miles 
, from the I,ibyau border. ]iiver5''one was ready to move again al a 
moment’s notice. 

Then suddenly the Axis thrust toward PIgypt turned hack. The 
Nazi tanks and armoured cars wheeled round. They left Gamhut and 
headed clue west. If a cleat sign was needed that Tobruk was going 
to be assaulted, it was here. lOgypl for the lime being was savecl. 
Tobruk w;as in deadly peril. 

Just before this I made my last joirrney through the town. Driv- 
ing from Gazala we came.first to the tall concrete monument which the 
Italians built to commemorate the building of the Axen Strasse. The 
Axeu Strasse was the road which the enemy built to by-pass Tobrttfc 
during the long siege of the year before. It split off the main 
tpad at the moJiumeut and, Tuuninf in a j^reat semicircle ,rbht round. 
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the lliirty-five-iiiile periuieler, it rejoined the main road on the east of 
the ganisou. The road itself was thiulj' metalled and part of the way 
it wov.nd itp the steep escarpments to the south of the town. Between 
the Axen Strasse and the perimeter lay the British uiinefield.Si and here, 
and there a little dngoiit walled with rocks — the watching post of some 
seiUrj' who had been smuggled out in the darkness. 

We did not take the Axen stiasse on this day as we wanted to 
collect latioiis in Tobruk and so we drove straight down the coast road 
until a sentry stopped us on the perimeter. They were dynainiliiig 
parts of the road and all vehicles were being carefully checked. The 
peiimetcr itself was a series of small slit trenches and sangers — SMuare 
piles of loose rock that from tlie distance looked like the crenellated 
battlements of a medieval castle. Behind this the gnus and troops lay 
pressed to the ground. All these defence works were extremely pri- 
mitive and flat. There was no buill-tip wall, no realb’ good system of 
anti-tank trenches or upright steel spikes, ami very few concrete pill 
boxe,s. Indeed, as you. went across this flat neutral-coloured ground, 
you saw very little difference from the ordinary desert. But if yoti 
stirred the dust with youf toe you would be certain to uncover a speut 
bullet, a piece of shrapnel or a newls’’ broken bit of rock, h'or niauj' 
months tlie defenders had lived in tliis waste and their life had been 
so crude arid hard they had left practically no traces beliiud Lhein. 
More minefields lay inside the perimeter and then the flat ground bro- 
ken here and there ljy dried-up watercourses swept in a geutle slope to 
the cliffs above the town. 

In the narrow sea plain between the coast and the cliffs, Ihcusands 
of sand-coloured vehicles were dispersed about. We were in the midst 
of an immense car park. Crudely painted notices were posted along 
the road at every side-liack. These led to ammuuitiou and food dumps, 
petrol and water points, engineers, and tank stores, hospitals, unit head- 
quarters, ack-ack batteries and rest camps. We stopped to fill up with 
petrol and take our pick of the first class rations — tinned tomatoes, peas 
and potatoes, tinned American bacon and Argentine beef, South African 
biscuits and the mixture known as “M and V” — meat and vegetables. 
We collected sacks of tea and sugar, big tins of cheese, jam and fish. 
We even got fresh onions and dates. There were enough of ail these 
stores to have maintained twenty or thirty thousand men for three 
mouths. There was no shortage of water. The petrol lay around in 
flimsy square tins — millions of gallons. 

That night we camped at Wadi Auda, the one part in this tigly 
worn-out place where palms and green things flourished by the sea. It 
was a remote and quiet valley protected by immense yellow clilfs and 
at its end it opened out op lo' a white beach perfect for swimming. The 
beach was heavily mined like aJl the rest of the Tobruk coast, but there 
was a spot near a sunken British invasion barge where we peeled off 
OUT sand-matted clothes and pluuved naked into the transparent water. 
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All the rest ol Tobnik was tiiclerms. We seldom went into the 
town if we could avoid it, hut on this last visit we needed water. 
Another red-capped sentry stopped tts at the entry and then we drove 
in a slow procession of vehicles on to the rocky promontory where the 
white houses clustered row on row. Not one house had escaped 
damaged. I saw hundreds that were simply marked “Out of Bounds” 
and one look at the sagging roofs and crumbling walls told you why. 

Every night the town was raided aud although each lime anotlior 
ruin crashed into dust it seemed to make no difference to the general 
aspect of the place. Tohtuk had been bombed into insensibility. Dhere 
was little now that anyone could do to increase the wreckage and 
decay in the centre ol the town. Yet still some troops were (|uarterccl 
there. Close to the church the Y. M. C. A. w'as serving meals, and 
there was scrawled on the white wall outside — “Hi, Cads, don’t park 
here.” Parked cars attracted bombers. 

Tlie mosque was scarred only by blast aud a notice warned tlie 
troops to keep it inviolate. Most of the Fascist signs and monuments 
had been defaced or replaced with such ironic descriptions as “The 
Red Eion. B'rec Beer To-morrow”' — tire to-morrow that never came. 
One mauled wreck of a building bore a large notice "Score — 100 not 
out.” At least a hundred bombs must have touched it. Nearly all the 
original Italian furnishings iu tliehonsies had long since been destroyed 
or burnt out, and in the empty shells I saw such things a,s luakesliifl 
decontamination centres (lice were getting I)ad), first-aid i)OSts aud a 
few dumps for spate parts aud uiacliinery. I walked down to a cliff 
above tlie port aud standing there on a ruined tennis court the whole 
prospect of the wrecked harbour was spread out below. At the 
wharves immediately beneath, a direct hit had cut a freighter avSuiidcr 
aud it spilled its twisted steel entrails. 

All around and right across to the other side of the harbour lay 
the wrecks of good ships with their decks, funnels ami masts showing 
above water. Even these rusty relics were pitted aud twisted by high 
explosive. After they had. been beached and .sunk, still they had no 
rest from bombing’, aud some of tlie hulks now wore becoming inive- 
coguizable as sliips. A red half-sunken Ilaliau moiioplaue that had been 
shot down nearly two years ago still perched on a shoal close to that 
end of the bay the Italians eupUeniistically called “The Eido.” There was 
still a pas.sage through these wrecks and a steamer was unloading on 
to a pontoon wharl constructed of barrels lashed together. A destroyer 
was creeping out past, the boom at the narrow entrance to tlie bay. 

We left the town aud crossed the plain to the high yellow cliffs 
w'here the road winds up on to the escarpment, On either side of the 
dusty, dirty and dispirited land many more lorrie,s and ack-ack guns 
stood about half embedded iu trenches. The soldiers had rigged ui.) nets 
and were playing soccer close to a cemetery now filled witli hundreds 
of -white crosses and suriuounted at one end by a concrete' nionunient. 
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A slight sandstorm was blowing and the sand was dirty. A strange 
sort of atmosphere prevailed over all this gronnd— a kind of apathj' 
and ugliness one could not describe, but fell very strongb’. The very 
earth looked exhausted. 

It was difficult to see any tradition in this squalor, or feel the 
sense of history and heroic deeds. The depressing, degrading, level- 
ling influence of war had made this place accursed. 

That night the searchlights arched over the towii again and burst- 
ing colour filled the sky. The ground shook with the weight of bombs. 
Somehow theu Tobruk seemed to be more like its great name in the 
world, a place of action and excitement. Even the flares could not 
reveal the full bmror of the worn-out earth. This was the war in 
action — noisy and exhilaiating. Only the morning light revealed again 
the desolation and the hopeless aftermath of war. 

Tobruk itsfelf was not the business end of the garrison. These 
guns and mines and men scattered across the plain above were the 
town’s defences and most of the garrison was stationed up here on the 
escarpment. Most of the telegraph poles had been cut off as they acted 
as ranging points for enemy artillery, and so again there was nothing 
much to see on this eastern half of the perimeter. The cross-roads 
where the vehicles turned off to El Adem airport was still busy when 
I passed. We were checked by the sentries at the eastern exit on the 
coast road and drove on smartly toward Gambut. It was alw'ays a 
relief to get out of Tobruk. I think we knew then that the place 
was doomed . 

In command of the garrison was a South African, H. B. Klopper. 
He had proved himself an able Chief of Staff to Major-General dsi 
Villiers, and a few weeks before the battle of Tobrnk he w’as promoted 
to Major-GcJieral and given this all-iniporlaat post. Throughonl the 
campaign he had under his command two fnll South African brigades 
with their artillery. At no lime were they employed in the fighting 
and now on June T9th these fresh troops were disposed mainly on the 
western and south-western sectors -of the perimeter. To them was 
added the composite brigade which Pienaar dropped off in his passage 
through the pcrimeler, various units of the Guards, including the Cold- 
streams, and about a brigade of Indians who had retired into the south- 
eastern sector of the perimeter after taking part in the fighting outside, 
lu tanks the garrison was weak. About fifty of ail classes were 
collected out of the workshops and put together as a scratch force. 
There were in addition the administrative personnel, non-combatants 
who were employed in the workshops, storage dumps and in the port. 
In all it was reckoned that Klopper bad tinder his command more thair 
twenty thousand men of whom at least half wei^e fresh. In fire power 
and actual numbers they were slightly less than the garrison which 
had held Tobruk through the past year. 

There was some doubt in the mind of the High Command whether 
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the garrison slioulil be held once again al all costs, b'ln days before- 
hand I heard donbls expressed among the troops. Kveri'one wanted to 
know “if the Ga/.ala T/iiie falls are we going to try and liold Tobruk.” 
ft was lire major citieslion in the desert and as one disaster succeeded 
anotlier the men felt tliei’ were being left in the dark. Few of tliem 
would have gladly chosen to go into Tobruk in these circumstanct-.s. 

In the' old clays there had been no doubt in the minds of tlie 
men defending Tobruk. They had turived the earth with their own 
liamls, had dug the original trenelies, emliedded the guns, .seen their 
Irieuds killed and wounded in sorties and raids, had laced impend- 
ing disaster several times, and at the last moment driven it off. They 
had the habit of defence. They were organized and keyed to it. 
Tobruk meant a great deal to them. They believed that they were 
defending I/oudon and their own homes across its scarred sulphur-, 
coloured plains and the perimeter was as real to them as the cliffs ol 
Dover. 

Now it was altogether different. The new defenders had c'ome as 
tenants into a strange house and, moreover, a house that had fallen 
somewhat iuto disrepair. Thousands of them had bundled pell-mell 
into the fortress at the last moment and they were tired aurl htrngry 
and embittered from their setbacks in the pa.st fu'c day.s. Many came 
in without their cciuipmeiit and their guns had been scuttled in tlio 
retreat from the line. Comiuiinicatioiis got iuto an appalling slate and 
units wore badly mixed up. A brigade would find its signallers or 
its engineers missing. Valuable hours were lost while men waited 
idly for orders. Atnbulaiiecs got themselves in the wrong places and 
the roads were jammed with traffic. Things had gone so badly and so 
quickly. One defeat liad followed another with bewildering lapidily 
aud as is usual in such cases rumours far outstripped the actual facts. 
The anxiety in men’s minds was expressed aud passed on from mouth 
to mouth until it was ciuoled as a fact. Meanwhile the real urgent 
business of digging in aud getting organized was badly delayed. And 
it was hours, not daj's, that counted now. 

Moreover, it can scarcely have contributed to tlio morale of tlic 
defeudets to see hundreds of lorries filled with troops passing straight 
through the garrison and on to the east. Inevitably, as these men 
passed through, tlies* spoke of the enemy on their heels. Just as 
inevitably it suggested to the defenders that they were being left in 
the lurch, that they were being used as a rearguard’ in an action that 
was. already doomed. And oue must remember that all around them 
was the conhrsiou of men seeking orders, of convoys not knowing 
where to go, of intense congestion roniul the petrol gnd water points, 
of mounting rumours helped on by the actual air raids on the garrison. 

One other thing should be nienlioned here and this was a broad- 
cast by the B. B. C. When the battle was actually joined, an aunouiicc- 
ineiit' came', over the air from l/ondon suggesting that Tobruk was not 
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atler all vilal and might be lost. IIow this disastrous aiul insane 
Inoadcast came to go on the air is still unexplained. The encourage- 
mont it ottered to the Germans and the depression it spread among the 
isolated British defenders can be imagined. I do not suppose many of 
the men in Toliruk heard the broadcast at first-hand. But Klopper and 
Ins staff heard it and almost the last message that was received from 
Ulopper said, “I cannot carry on if the B. B. C. is allowed to make 
these statements.” By then it was loo late. 

The whole of this eauipaign had shown that we had in the laclio a 
weapon of war which we underestimated and misnnderslood. The 
B. B. C. was listened to intently every day in the desert because it was 
usually the only contact the men had wdlh the oirtside world. The 
troops formed their opinions from the broadcasts. They listened avidl}’ 
to everything that was said. 

The B. B. C. cannot he entirely blamed for tbe general confusion 
into wliicli our propaganda had fallen at Ibis stage; but in their case it 
was far more serious, for the fighting soldier on both sides heard 
every word that was broadcast and reacted immediately. Through the 
delay in the Irausmission of cables and the absence of an adequate 
reporting staff iu the front line the B. B. C. was as far hehiml the news 
as the world’s newspapers were. The result was that when tired and 
dispiriled men were coming orrt of battle they turned on their radios 
and heard a cheerful and glowing account of a victory that had occurred 
two or three days earlier. Understandably it infuriated them. They 
were irritated again when they had successfully gone forward to hear 
the B. B. C. broadcast a gloomy tale of some earlier setback. The old 
faith in the B. B. C. began to dissipate around this period and the 
soldiers began to ridicule the broadcasts. Unquestionably, the sajiie 
bitter criticism would have fallen on the newspapers had the men seen 
them, for there were at this time mauy I/Oiidou commentators who 
were takiirg wild guesses at the situation iu the absence of any real 
news. But the B. B. C. came in for all the blame. Two mouths later 
it was even alleged that the B. B. C. had revealed future British plans, 
and Auchinleck protested persoually to Churchill. 

At the moinenl it was the Tobtuk broadcast that counted. Presum- 
ably it was tiiougbt more important “to prepare the public for a defeat” 
than try to hold Tobruk itself. Something of the same sort had been 
done to Czechoslovakia years before, when the Uondou Trt;ii’s published 
a leader suggesting that the Czechs should try to find some compromise 
with Germany, To the uou-cornbalauts iu the Middle Bast it seemed a 
pity to apply the same treatment to our own men. To the defenders 
in Tobruk it seemed an outrage. ... 

The British High Command was all through this last day making 
frantic efforts to get the garrison ready. , Before the perimeter was 
sealed General Gott liad conferred with Klopper and issued a rousing 
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order ol tlie day. Ritchie could still coiumunicate by radio with Klopper 
from the outside aud he sent across a number ol instructions. 
Auchiuleck had visited the front aud when he returned to Cairo lie sent 
an urgent order to Ritchie that he was to expect immediate attack on 
Tobruk, and that it would most likely come from 1(1 Duda in the south- 
east. 1(1 Duda was the permanent weak spot in the perimeter. In 
1941 the Australians had taken Tobruk from the Italians by attacking 
through Ki Duda. Rommel had planned to as.sault the garrison from 
that point in the pf^evious winter. Aud it was to that point the defenders 
had sallied out in November. Tobruk, like Bardia, had originally 
fallen to us in a day. All the-recent history of the desert showed that 
these tightskinued perimeter fortresses fell very quickly once they 
were penetrated. Klopper, however, maintained his fresh South Africans 
on the west and south-west (possibly he had no time to move them), 
and the defence of the vital south-east fell to tired troops wlio had 
fought fairly steadily through the previous week, who were partly 
disorganized and who had lost quantities of their eciuipmeut. 

Ritchie also was urged to collect and send out the meagre remnanis 
of our armour from Ugypt so that they could create a diversion on 
Sidi Rezegh and soften the hfow on Tobruk when it came. The R.A.R. 
meanwiiile had been forced right out of Wbya and for the moment 
found themselves out of range. Given a few more days to organize 
landing-fields, somothiiig could have been done to get a fighter screen 
over Tobruk, but there was no question now of there being a tew more 
days. Tobruk was going to its fate much in the same way as Crete 
did — without air protection. 

Rommel meanwiiile was not losing a mimrte. Now was his time to 
strike, while tlie Briti.sh were still reeling from their series of reverses in 
the open desert. In thousands, Italian and German troops poured up 
the coast road. As they swung right along the Axen Slrasse they 
debouched from their lorries and seized every good niche of high ground 
round the perimeter. The field guns followed. Soon the Italians were 
entrenched right rouml to K1 Adeiii and their guns were opening fire 
on tlie South Africans. Tiie main part of the Axis striking force — the 
steel wedge that was going to be driven into the soutli-eastern peri- 
ineler — ^was rushed farther round.to Sicli Rezegh and 1(1 Duda. It was 
a masterpiece of organization that the enemy could have raounlcd and 
adjusted their forces so rapidly. 

The Axis, assault troops comprised what was left of the Ariele, 
aiBt and 15th Panzer Divisions, all armoured, the motorized Trieste 
Division aud the QOtli Light Germaii Infantry. Naturally tliey expected 
that the British tanks outside Tobruk would attempt to take them in 
the rear so authtaiik guns were set toward the east and south and one 
of th^ panzer divisions detailed to stand by. The Stukas were rushed 
■forward to the former' British laudinv fields' at Gazala. 
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All the German genius lor method, order and speed, which had 
temporarily deserted them in retreat, returned to them now that the 3 ' 
were in attack. 

It began on the morning of Saturday, June 20th. While j'et the 
snn showed red through the ground mist, German and Italian boniljers 
in numbers unknown before swept on to the fortress. Thei’ came 
over ill twenties and thirties, tracing and retracing a pattern of bombs 
across the wadis,, and the sand flats and the fnlrcnchmenls. And 
through this tunnilt of bombs and their gteat curtains ol black smoke 
the Axis shells began to rake the petimeter from one end to the other. 
I'hey forced the defenders to the ground, they dclaj'cd all movement 
or stot'pnd it entirely. They painted the clearest of all possible warn- 
ings across the Tobruk sky — “This is the zero hour. This is the 
moment of attack.” 

Then souietliing new in the desert happened- whether by design 
or accident is not known. The Stiikas came up. Thei’’ hung briefly 
above the barrage and then dived, not on the defenders, bnt on the 
minefields in the south-east. Many of the bombs missed etilirelj' and 
simply made craters in the hare sand. Others went up witlt a double 
explosion ami whole strings of mines erupted together. Sappers of 
the German infantry crept forward to drag out with their hands the 
luiiies that had not gone up and soon a pathway was opened. Across 
the skyline of R1 Duda a line of fast-moving enemy tanks appeared 
and, wreatlied in their own dust, made straight toward the pathway. 
Guns firing; they rail forward into the gap and halted. Tiieu came 
the wave of German infantr}'. Carrying mortars and nmehine-guus as 
well as their rifles and hand-grenades, thej’ crept up to the tanks and 
passed them. Some among' them carried smoke machines and these 
spouted grey clouds among the running men so that they were 
obscured and the British shells and bullets had to be flung haphazardly 
into the battle arena. And all this time the Axis artillery was las'ing 
down a box barrage. It made a wall of explosion and blast and black 
smoke in front of the advancing men as they hacked through the barb- 
ed wire, overwhelmed the British outposts and tore up the remaining 
mines in the centre of the perimeter. 

Then the infantry stopped, their first objective won. They had 
pierced the perimeter, they had forced and made secure a gap. Now 
Ihc tanks came ou again to exploit it. They ran past the infantry 
again, bringing their guns with them in this strange and terrible game 
of leap-frog. The little scratch force of British tanks was waiting for 
them in open formation, hull c|bwn, the last real barrier between the 
Germans and the sea. In one cataclysmic rush the full weight of the 
German armour burst upon them. The British artillery now was 
giving back shot for shot. The British iufaiitiy on eithet side of the 
gap was pouring small arms fire and mortar shells into the ranks of 
the Germans as they rushed through. Reinforcements were coming 
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tip from Uie centre of Tolinilr lo swing Iheir guns hastily into aclinu. 
And ceaselessly the I/ulUva(fe kept dive-boiiihiiig, ground-straffiiig and 
bombing again. 

Onlsicle, near Siili Rexegli, the reninants of the Briti.sh armour 
had aUcmiptcd their (livcTsionaiy alUiek. They had run full tilt into 
ll’.e Panzer Division that had been set to lay in wait and soon they 
were driven off with heavy losses. That was the last atlemtit to hel[) 
Tobrnk from the oniside. 

Kloppef had his hcadiinarters well inside the perimeter against 
the elilfs. But at the very earliesl inonient of the attack he was homhed 
out and forced to go lo another place. Tlieii again the Btnkas got on 
to him. 'I'linntgh these critical hours he was hounded from oiU‘ place 
to another, and inevitably ids coimutiiiication broke down. It was not 
yet midday and his messages lo the outside world hccaine fewer and 
fervor. Back in Kgypt Ritchie could do nothing more. As in the Crete 
action the senior generals liad .simply to sit and wait for iiew.s, and were 
unable to act upon it when they got it. 

At midday the battle touched its crisis. The door was splintered; 
the enemy was ru.sliing into the fortress. Most of the British tanks lay 
about burning in their tracks. On either side of the gap the British 
infantry was brushed aside and large numbers of exhausted prisoners 
were failing into German hands. And .still more and more German.'! 
were pitchfBrked into the K1 Duda ftimiel. Once through they began 
to fan out, principally to Iho west. Nothing then, could have 
saved Tobruk. Rommel had a masterly position,. All this time the 
fresh South African troops on the south, south-west and west sectors 
had not been engaged at all except for shelling and bomliing. They 
had simply heard the distant noises of the battle in the cast. Now 
suddenly fighting began to sound behind them. £t was the 9nth Idght 
Infantry coiuiug up inside the perimeter, forcing the South Africans to 
face two fronts at tlic .same time. Through the iiunclreds of stationary 
vehicles, inacliiue-gnu birllets began to rip btick and forth. Soon many 
lorries were ablaze and little knots of men were running from one place 
lo another seeking covet as the grey-green wave of Germans came on. 

In his extremity Kloppef radioed Ritchie that the position was 
hopeless. He said, “I will try to fight my way out to the west.” 
Ritchie had no clioice Inrt to accept llris advice and he agreed. There 
was a long silence on the radio. Tensely and helplessly, the rest of 
the Bighlh Army waited for the news — news that could only now be bad. 
Then Klopper’s last message came in saying tersely, “Et is too late. 
Most of my vehicles have been destroyed and it is no longer possible 
to .move. T will coiiliime" resistance only long enough lo carry but 
essential demolition.” 

This was the last word out of Tobruk that day. As when a ship sinks 
at sea and the radio sphtttets and falls silent so liow the town plunged 
into its disaster and was isolated from all the outside world at the end. 

Under its rolling batUe-cloud Tobruk was srtbmerged into an utter 



A YKAR OF BATTLE 


351 


chaos of lire aufl explosion. Those millions of pounds worth of stores 
which had. been carted to Tobruk at such a painful cost of ships and 
men were set upon by the demolition squads. Down on the wharves 
the navy personnel fluny themselves into the job with such haste and 
reckless daring that some of their own men were killed. Waterpoints 
were blowm in : Thousands of gallons of petrol, ignited by electricity 
or even by hand-grenades, leaped burning into the sky and rolled im- 
mense black volumes of smoke across the town. Dumps of shells and 
mines, bullets and hand-grenades went up in sheeted flame and with 
such an unbelievable crack that it sounded above the coiilimious 
thunder of the artillery barrage. Now Tobruk had been gashed open, 
it was being destroyed by its own internal combustion. Yet still all 
this destruction couhl not do away with the hnge quantities of Lood and 
oil and ammunition which las' about the cliffs and beaches. 

Four or five small freighters in the harbour were ordered to clear 
for sea at once. No troops were put aboard — it was simply a matter 
of saving the ships. It was at this moment that the German tanks and 
armoured cars reached the El Adem cross-roads. Some split off along 
the track below the cliffs to the west where many hniidrerls of lorries 
stood about helplessly. The others made straight lor the cliffs over- 
looking the harbour. 

At once the tanks opened fire on the moving ships in the harbour. 
They flung their .shells especially on the little boats and lighters w’hich 
wereirying to reach the larger vessels, already under steam and begin- 
niugto slide outtliiough the eastern reaches to the open sea. The w’ound- 
cd and the dead in the uptrtrnod boats simply went to the bottom, 
others sLrtrck out and managed to gel picked up, some returned to the 
shore and waited there, wet and helpless, for tlie moment of their 
surrender. Four of the larger ships got away. 

All this time the bulk of the SouUi African troops in the west and 
soutlr-west had not been seriously drawn into the battle. Thej' were 
now astonished and bewildered to receive from Klopper the order 
“siirremler," Fitter and confused dispute broke out. The officers 
who brought the orders were surrounded by angry men saying, “it’s 
a lie. You’ve got it wrong. What the bell is happening ?" Some declared 
they would not obey, otlicrs urged delay, others agaiit said they had to 
obey orders. All this time the Germans were creeiiiug closer. 

There was little or no difference in the colour of the. vehicles of 
both sides— indeed the Germans by now were using uiany of our 
trucks. And so the enemy traffic mingled with the British traffic on 
the roads and tracks leading into the town, and westwards toward 
Klopper’s headquarters. Men who were riding back to the dumps for 
supplies heard horns blowing behind them. They waved the approach- 
ing vehicles on and as these passed, the British drivers looked up and 
saw they were full of Gettnans. By now the eueniy was more desirous of 
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infiltrating right llirougli the fortress, of stal)hing it in its licart, than 
taking prisoners. Briti.sli and (ieriiiau vehicles rode down the roads 
together and by-passeil one another withont opening lire. All over the 
plain and among the wadis, the British were coming ont holding np 
their hands. Klopper himself surrendered, thongli two soldiers on his 
staff later escai>ed in his car. Others held ont tiirongh the atlernoou 
and night in the remote wadis and were still fighting on the following 
day. 

Tn defiance of orders, or in their absence, these soldiers simply 
went on shooting at anything they could see, heoanse they felt there 
was nothing else to do. 'When British olhecrs were sent lo them hy 
the Oermaus to demand their surrender a few refnsed and shot it out 
to the last. There were many hitler skirmishes. 

Some lucky few, inelndiug the ColdsLreams, took matters into 
their r)wii hands and tinder the cover of night fought their way out 
and escaped to the east. A tew more c.'imc out in drihhles of fours 
and fives for days afterwards. But these totalled only a few Inuidreds. 
All the rest of that garrison of twenty-seven thousand were killed or 
captured. It was defeat as complete as may be. In eiiuiimieiit alone 
Uie enemy had won the richest treasure the desert had ever yielded. 
Rommel had here enoitgli British vehicles, enongli tanks and guns, 
enough petrol and fuel and enough ammunition to re-eiptip at once and 
drive straight on to Hgypt. TIic road lay open before him. He left 
four Italian battailous beliiud to handle the prisoners and reopen the 
port. Then he set out. The smashing of Tobruk had taken just one day. 



July in Alamein 


■pOMMEIy’S forces were roughly equal to ours wlien be began the 
campaigu. Now with the fall of Tobruk he was twice as strong. 
He still had about eight divisions, the best part of a hundred thousand 
men. As far as one could judge from the disordered slate of the Highth 
Army, we had about four divisions (Indians, British, South Africans, 
and composite forces), Rommel still had over a hundred tanks and 
he was adding to them from captures and his owu workshops at the 
rate of at least a dozen a day. We had practically no tanks at all. Of 
our losses roughly 45 per cent, were South Africans and 55 per cent, 
were British, Indians and others. 


It was no longer a question of whether we could hold the Egyptian 
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border but of whether we could hold the old fortress of Mersa Matrnli, 
130 miles farther back. So Bardia, Solium, Halfaj'a and .the Omars fell 
without a li.irht, and in less than a week from the fall of Tobruk, Rommel 
presented liiinself before the approaches to Matruli, an astonishing 
performance. 

fn a slatement issued to his senior ofheers Rommel had made an 
estimate of the relative quality of the Allied troops fighting in the 
middle Bast. At the head of the list was the New Zealand Division, 
which had all this time beciKiuartered ill Syria. It was this division, 
hardened in Greece, Crete and the desert, and by coimiion consent the 
finest infantry formation in the Middle Bast, that was flung into Matruli 
at the last luonient to peg the Axis tide. 

On June 26th, when the British were still far from being ready, a 
fluid and bloody battle was fought on the cliffs about Matrnh mainly 
between the New Zealanders and the 90lli Dight German Infantry and 
the Axis tanks, bheyberg, a man of incredible personal courage, had 
trained his New Zealanders in the gospel of the bayonet charge. Up to 
date, both .in Crete and in the desert, no troops had been found on the 
Axis side who were willing to stand up and fight when the Maoris came 
over the top at the run, s'clling their war cries, and lunging out with 
their bayonets. The Germans were no exceptions. But bayonets could 
not bleak tanks. The New Zealanders were forced back in the wake 
of all the other British forces. The Axis troops rushed into Matrnh 
and within a day or two they had successively entered Bagush, Fuba 
and Daba, which meant the loss of all onr forward landing-grounds, of 
more men, of many more trucks, giuiS and stores, especialb’- at Daba. 
Daba alwa.j'-s used to be our first hall on the way down to the de.sert. 
And still the German drive went on. Only one barrier lay between 
them and the Delta — the Alamein Dine, 150 miles from Cairo, 60 miles 
from Alexandria. The vanguard of the enemy arrived on the Dine on 
the last day of June. 

Only now was the full extent of the danger realised. Churchill was 
in Washington when Tobruk fell, conferring with Roosevelt, and to- 
gether they heard the shoeldlng news that the whole British position in 
the Middle Ea.sl was in danger of immediate collapse. It promised lobe 
the greatest disaster since the fall of France. Into the Middle East for 
three year.s the British Empire had poured every iiian, gun and tank it 
could spare. Here alon^ the British had a front against the enemy. The 
loss of Egypt would precipitate a chain of misfortunes almost too dis- 
astrous to contemplate. It would force England back to the dark 
days of the Battle of Britain. . ' 

With Egypt would fall Malta and all British control of the Mediter- 
ranean. The SuesrJDanal would be lost and with it the .stores and equip- 
ment worth fifty Tobrnks. Sues, Port Said, Alexandria, Beyrout and 
Syrian Tripoli might go; Palestine and Syria could toot then hope to 
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stand and inu-e in Ji-iusaleiii and Dainascns, llie Clernians would !)e in 
sif’lil of llio oil wells and Turkey all Imt'suiToimded. The Red vSea 
would heooiue an Axis lake and once in the Indian Ocean the Italian 
fleet could i-ircy ui'on all the Tonics to Africa, India and Australia, 
India would Iw appruaolied from hot h sides hy the enemy. Finally, 
Russia’s left Hank wunlcl he hopelessly exposed. 

All this was possilde as the Oernians came ttp tothe Alamein Rine 
on July 1st. Ami on that day, and the day followiujij and the day alter 
that the Alamein Rine was in ini condition to resist any sort of really 
tlctcrmincd attack whatever. It was ready to crumple. vSuch troops 
as we ha<l left wouUl fii’ht ■ yes. lint if the Oerinans came on the way 
they did at Tohruk there was no question hut that the Riue would 
break, lltdiind Alanicdii the road lay (air ami straiglit into Alexandria, 
a two houi.s’ drive. There was nothhiK much to sto]) the enemy on 
that load. In the desert it.selR heyoinl Alamein there was iioliiing 
much to stop their cutting the Cairo road and driving straight to Cairo. 

Tlie British Fleet had left Alexandria. The dcniolitioii gangs 
stood ready. The town was emptied of most of its troops and those 
that remained were pnt under a curfew. Orders went out every hour 
for all ofGcer.s to drop whatever they were doing and rejoin their units 
immediately. 

In Cairo there was another curfew. The streets were jammed with 
cars that had evacuated from Alexandria and the country cllslricls and 
military traffic that had come from the front. The British con.snlale- 
was hc.sieged with people seeking visas to Falestine. The easl-hounrl 
Palestine trains were jammed. A thin mist ot stiiokc hung over the 
British I'huhassy hy the Nile and over the sprawling blocks cirf G.H.Q. — 
huge quantities of secret docniueuls were being burnt. All (lay a group 
ot privates .shovelled piles of mat)S, lists of figures, reports, esli- 
niates, codes and mes.sages into lour blazing hoiifire.s in a vacant square 
ollaud between the G. H. Q. buildings. Some of the R. A. F. papers 
being hundled down a cliuLe on to another fire blew over the fence and 
fluttered down into the crowded street outside. I went into one office 
and tlie floor was covered in a.shes and the smell of burning rag hung 
over the whole Imilding. 

Rong convoys were setting out for Palestine. Kvery utiit that did 
not have essential Imsines.s in the fighting was being ordered to get 
out at once. Part of the United Stales military headquartets set off in 
the dead of night for Khartoum and Asmara in Italian Somaliland. The 
South African women volunteers were hurried on to a south-botrud 
train and elements of the South African , Army base, ttoops were dis- 
tiatched after them. The wives and families of British soldiers were 
warned to get ready for immediate evacuation — some were to be sent 
to Palestine, the rest put oh to ships at Suez. 

• The BrUisb Embassy was going to stay. King Faroub had decided 
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he was not going to he a Na/i puppet ruler and was prepared to leave. 
Auchinlcck had in the previous week removed Ritchie from his com- 
mand and had at last gone down to the desert himself to take charge. 
Lietitcnant-General Corbett was left in command in Cairo, where the 
new Minister ol State, Richard Casey, had just arrived. 

'L‘ liere was a great deal of tension and anxiety behind these moves, 
but no outward panic, 'riie astonishing thing was that the people at 
large took the crisis so calmly. Beyond the heavs’ traffic and the 
ciueues waiting round the banks there was nothing to show that the 
enemy might in a day or two be in the town. The ijgs'-ptians especially 
behaved with tatalism and patience. All that side of the Arab and 
the near-Arab which bids him say, “it is tlie will of Allah” came 
to the surface at the crucial moment. Many like Nahas Pasha the 
Premier were compromised with the British, and yet they remained in 
their homes and went about their work. That well-known jelly, the 
Cairo Stock Exchange, slumped heavily but it did not crash altogether. 
Prices were pegged but even before this selling had not kept pace with 
the despairing rumours that flew about. The Kxcliange previously 
had fluctuated with every battle in the desert, and one could quite 
clearly trace Rouimcrs advance by watching the prices. 

On the whole, the Egyptians had much reason to take the situation 
calmly. Their immediate concern was to avoid being bombed and 
shelled in their homes and this was not likely to happen. Por the rest, 
there was a definite swing toward the British. Many began to see that 
they were most unlikely to enjoy such prosperity and opportunities 
for making money under Axis rule. If the Germans were willing to 
pay the prices and allow the native a certain amount of leeway, the 
Italians certainly were not. Then, too, the British in Egypt had 
become a bablt. The Egyptian Oovernmeut had achieved its freedom 
and there was nothing specific it could hope to get out of the Axis, 
especially itr wartime. By now the German planes were dropping 
pamphlets. One of these was a facsimile of a Bank of England note on 
one side. On the other was printed in Arabic something to the effect 
that once this note had been valuable; now it was not worth a beggar’s 
time to pick one up. Good pamphlets. But they made no great 
impression, , 

Domestically then things were not bad; the British did not have to 
cope with riots as well as the enemy.- And all their emergency pre- 
cautions went forward calmly and briskly because it was judged by 
llie High Command that the situation had reached a stage of extreme 
seriousness. The fall of Alexandria and Cairo had to be envisaged and 
preparations made to carry on the war from another place; 

It was not the intention of the High Command to abandon Egypt 
outright. Even if Alexandria were lost the fight would go on among 
myriad canals and green fields of the Delta, on the Nile itself, on the 
desert between the Nile and. the Canal, on the banks of the Canal, in 
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PalcHlitic aiul ill iho last resort, on some soft of a line tliioiipji Tia<| 
reacliinp fToni Basra llironph Baglulad to Mosul. 

A.notlier hoiit cnnld lie esialilislieil in the Sinlan in the stntlli. BnL 
all lliesc- were tast-ilitch altcrnalivos.aml could oiil.y delay the overnm- 
iiiiip of the Mhhlle Tiast. lCpy|)t was the kej’’ to the situation and for 
the inonient the most important place in the world. Dminp this anxious 
first week of July people simply could not bring themselves to believe 
that the coniUrj' could fall. And yet there had been France, the rest 
of Jiurope, the Far Fast. 

My wife was now acting as secretary to General Corbett and with 
some misgiving I left her ami the baby to return to the front. After 
all, I told myself, it’s only half a da3' away now. f will he able to get 
hack in time somehow if the worst happens. 

Driving out of Cairo we had scarcelj'' passed Mena House and the 
Pyramids, when we came on a sight that bote the marks of a full-scale 
retreat. Guns o( all sorts, fl-A.F. wagons, recovery vehicles, armoured 
cars and countless lorries crammed with exhausted and sleeping men, 
were portring up the desert road into Cairo. When we reached the 
halfway re,sthouso, which was about a hundred kilometres from Alex- 
andria and less than two htindted from the front, the procession thick- 
ened instead of slackening. The vehicles were pressed bonnet to 
lailboartl, all coming back frotti the front, all full of desperately weary 
men who slept piled on one another oblivious of the discomfort and 
the jolting. The traffic crawled ea.stward slowly, an immense lizard 
over a hunclred mites in length, a fantastii'ally easy target for enemy 
aircraft. Yet no enemy machine appeared. Yard by j'ard the proces- 
sion edged its way toward Cairo. There seemed to be no end U) it. We 
asked ourselves, “Is the whole army in retreat?” 

It was nerve-racking to sec Uieni go by. There seemed to be no 
end to the hundreds and thousands who kept pouring back in sucIj 
haste that they were making no attempt to obey the order that at least 
a hundred yards should he kept between each vehicle on the road. 
Some in their anxiety to get tlirough tumechofl the macadam surface 
and tried to get by over the loose sand beside the toad. But most of 
them .stuck and as the men dug their vehicles out we stopped to ask, 
“What is happening? Why are you coming back?” No one' could 
answer us. No one. had any news. 

The road on our side — the side that carried vehicles up to the 
front — ^was clear, and that loo, was ominotis. We tilrneci off it .now 
and came acro.ss a sand track into Auchinleck’s headquarters. The 
Cleneral himself was fartlier forwftrd and we picked up what informa- 
tion we could from the intelligence officers. A good deal of the traffic 
going back, it transpired, had been ordered into the Delta to prepare 
defences there. The battle went on meanwhile at Alamein. The South 
AirijCaus were in the Hue in the north and the other sectors were being 
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held 1)3' the New Zealanders, the Indians and the British. The Ninth 
Anslraliau Division was being flung into the line. This last was good 
news. It was the Ninth that had held ToI)ruk. Their refutation was 
seeond onl 3 ' to that o£ the New Zealanders and a very close second at 
that. They were Iresh. They had all their etiuipnient. The only 
fiuestion was whether they would arrive in time. 

We fell a little more cheerful about the situation. After all, the 
line was not turned or pierced yet. There was a treinendons flurry of 
British bombers aud Lighters over our. heads. At least the R. A, !<'. 
was in full action. As we debated, other war correspondents and 
oflicers began coming in from the Iront. One reported that a small 
group o£ German tanka had broken through in the south aud was 
headed straight for the Alexandria-Cairo road. A second said that firing- 
had begun on the line aud that in the opinion of one of the senior 
generals there it could 'be held only another twelve hours. A third 
said that two Axis thrusts were beiug made — one in the centre of the 
iine, another in the north. The fenemy tanks were couung round the 
south to isolate all the troops in the line itself. 

We decided to drive on to see for ourselves. Back on the road it 
was the same story again — the endless chain of vehicles on the move 
eastwards. A sandstorm was blowing up now in tlie late afternoon lio 
make matters worse. At the jnnctiou where one road forks into the 
desert and the other into Alexandria the going became impossible. 
vSalt inarsbes lie on either side of the road neat this point and now the 
trucks had packed themselves on the highway, two aud sometimes 
three, abreast. It was impossible to get past, impossible to Uini off 
on to the salt flats where a vehicle would be irretrievably bogged. It 
was now growing dusk. We decided to give up the attempt to reach 
Alameiu and turn instead into Alexandria. 

Foot by foot we edged clown the road. vSometinies we were forced 
to stop altogether. Then gradually the traffic thinned out and abruptly 
died away altogether. I had never seen the approach to Alexandria 
so empty, so ominous. All those entrenchments, those salt flats that 
had once swarmed with soldiers were now barren of human life. Even 
the bedouin seemed to hare fled.' Occasionally a military truck or, a 
staff car packed with soldiers would httrst round the corner- and dis- 
appear in the direction of Cairo. But the old camp where the Poles 
had trained, the compounds filled witli newly arrived equipment and 
vehicles — all these were strangely empty. I caught one glimpse of a 
company of Indians drawn up to listen to an officer. They looked 
, very like a rearguard or a deinolitiou squad. A little farther on an- 
other company of Indians was' marching dovyu to a line, of trucks. Each 
man carried his bedding roll. 

Then Alexandria itself ; overnight the, life had gone out of it. The 
silver barrage balloons still rode ab,ov,e the town but nearly all the ships 
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had gone, many shops were shut and the streets, whicli noTiiially were 
bursting with people at this evening hour, were now half eniptj'. 

We pulled up at llie Cecil Hotel on the waterfront. It had always 
been oiir headquarters in Alexandria and was a gay place filled with 
naval officers and crowds o£ women. Now it was changed. We got 
rooms easily. The bar was hall empty and those who were there mostly 
sat around in groups discus.sing the news — or lack of new.s. Two 
military police came in and ordered us to leave at once to rejoin our 
unit. We told them we knew of no place where we coirld report except 
army headquarters, and it was impossible to return there now through 
the traffic block. It was agreed then that like all the other offieeis 
Staying in the hotel, we were not to go outside again niilil the 
morning. 

It seemed clear to me now that the battle diad touched ils crisis. 
Once the line went Alexandria could not be held. The Oernmns would 
not attempt to cross the auU-tauk ditches and narrow defiles before the 
tow'ii; they would simply run round the town to the south and cut it 
off from Cairo. The bulk of the British Army would be forced to 
retreat on Cairo itself. Clearly, too, the next few hours were going to 
decide the matter one way or the other. There was no point in being 
evtt off in Alexandria. The. slate of the roads made rapid communica- 
tion with the front imiiossible. The place to be was in Cairo where the 
news could be gathered and sent off and from lUere we could set oft 
for the front again — if there was a front to go to. My iiewspaijer now 
had a staff of half a dozen in the Middle Hast and these men now had 
to be disposed to meet any emergency. I was anxious also to make 
some an-angement for my family. larcy had been determined not to 
move so long as G. H. Q. stayed in Cairo, hut we were both worried 
about the baby since, even if Cairo did not fall, .the town might be 
exposed to heavy air attack. 

Soon after dawn next morning we set off up the Delta Road toward 
Cairo, hoping to find it clearer limn the desert route. Kxcept for one 
long convoy of army trucks the route was almost empty. Apparently 
in the general confusion this Della Road had been forgotlcn. We had 
only one vehicle now and Bucklej’’, Hill and mj'sclf perched on the 
roof of the truck like three strange birds on a liousctop. It was a 
fresb and cool morning and the way lay through gror'cs of trees and 
bright fields, and over many canals where the cotton barges were still 
floating peacefully by. l?veu in the remote villages the people had 
guessed that something dramatic was happening in the war. For one 
thing the Germans had been broadcasting in Arabic that they would 
be in Alexandria the following day. They even liad the poor taste to 
suggest that the ladies of Alexandria should get out parly dresses." 
And now these people came to the roadside and cheered us as WC' went ■ 
by, I suppose villagers will automaticallv cheer . or shout at any sort 
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of an uuttstial procession tlirongh their streets, bnt still these people 
were delinitely friendly. The children gave the thnnibs-np sign and 
we gave it back to them. 

We arrived back at the G. H. Q. just as IvUcy and Alex Clifford 
were getting out of the car there. They were much more hopeful than 
we were but all the same Lucy had been given a box of matches and 
told to stand by to desloiy Atichinleck’s correspondence with the W'ar 
Cabinet and Churchill. She was told that she must be prepared to 
leave. They wanted, at first, to put her into uniform and evacuate 
her along with the other women in the army, but it turned out that 
women volunteers cannot take babies with them. We had much 
argument about what we should do. Finally it was agreed that she 
and the baby should go to Palestine in a special evacuee train and be 
prepared to join G. H. Q. there. 

This was grossly breaking our word to one another. We had sworn 
that neither of us should ever suffer the horrors of an evacuee train. 
In Rome, when we were first married, old Doctor Hubrecht, the Dutch 
Minister, who was not often solemn, said to ns, "Never, never be a 
refugee, ft’s always better to stay where you are." Bnt here we were 
in the midst of a particularly bad crisis and there seemed to be nothing 
else to do. We had a nightmarish packing and I drove Lucy and the 
baby to Cairo station. The special train eclipsed all our forebodings. 
To begin with it was several hours late. There were also travelling in 
it members of Casey's staff and a great crowd of Buropeans who had 
thrown in their lot with the British and were therefore likely to face 
the Gestapo and the firing s(|uad if they were caught. When the train 
drew in a great wave of Free Italians rushed the carriages and this, as 
far as I could make out, was followed by successive waves of Free 
Czechs, Poles, French, Hungarians, Rumauiaus, Greeks, Germans, 
Yugoslavs and even Danes., 

I got Lucy and the baliy a compartment at last and was thankful 
that Fve Smith, another G. H. Q. secretary’’, was travelling with her. 
The enemy plastered the El Kan.lara canal-crossing with a particularly 
heavy raid that night arid Lucy had to trudge into the desert with the 
baby and wail in a transit camp itnlil morning. A Czech Jew standing 
next to Lucy at the' Customs was told his passport was not in order. 
Convinced that he was trapped he tried to commit suicide on the spot 
by cutting the veins of his wrist, and blood spouted round the baby. 
It was a triumph of the malicious obstrrictivcne,ss of some petty official. 
The man, however, was treated and recovered, A day later Lucy and 
her fellow-refugees were dmuped into community wards in Jerusalem. 

In Cairo meanwhile it was agreed that Alaric Jacob should go 
down to Eighth Army Headquarters and stick with them whatever 
they did. James Cooper .should follow the fleet wherever it went. 
Eric Bigio should go to Jerusalem Ip setup a new bureau there. Henry 
Buckley would continue on in Turkey. I myself would remain on in 
Cairo to see which way the cat jumped. 
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I foiiiicl that a great fog of anxiety hail lilted from niy iiiiiul wifli 
Tracy’s departure, and Clifford and I sat down to a leasonahly elieerftil 
dinner. 

Clifford and Iliad had a thmisand argunieiils in every sort of sitria- 
tioii in the past two years. Without exception he always tooh the gloomy 
side. Now, svrddenly, he was optiniistie tiud nothing wovild shake him. 

Rven while we were argning the crisis was pns.sing. fvike most 
great dramatic nioiuents ot the war, it was not .seen lor what it was at 
the lime and all the finesse, the hick and dangers ot this gamlde were 
only realized when the game was done. Alcxamliiii, iierhaps the 
whole of the Nile Della, had lain in Ronnners hand for a inomenl. He 
stood on the tliresliolil of the greatest victory of the year. Now, 
suddenly, and in a few hours, the prize dissipated like a miiage and 
lie was left not among the trees and cities of llie Nile hut in the arid 
desert. And all this came about notbeeanse Roniniol made a mistake 
or liecause Atiehinleck acliieved an eleveutli-hout niiraele, hut liecause 
the German Army was exhan.sted. It could do no more. 'I'lie German 
soldiers were wearied to the point where they had no more reserves 
either of body or of will-power, where all tlie goading and enlieemoni 
could make no difference, where they were compelled to stop" and 
sleep. It was iiart ol tlie gamble of’ the war that they slinnld liavc 
reacliecl this extremity when lliey had eiuliired all the worst lianlsliips 
and needed only to continue for a couple ol clays. 

The 90th Tdghl (ierinan Infantry esiiccinlly Imd been tired out. For 
three weeks they had lieen in conlinuotis action, ngliting, patrolling, 
travelling. They had fought a dozen separate ciiigagenienls including 
the attack on Tobruk. They had conic three hundred miles and for a 
good part ot the journey they bad had to tight their way llirongh,. 
Always as the shock troops they had been kept in the van, given the 
tonghe,st jobs. Recently they had come up against the New Zealand 
division. For three weeks they had inn short of sleep and rest. 

Now suddenly it was loo much. The drivers of the lorries fell 
asleep and tunied their vehicles over beside the track. The men flung 
oirl on the .sand lay there loo tired to iuove of their own volition. When 
they got the order to get np and move oir again they did so mechanic- 
ally and luuidily without being very clear about what they were doing 
or why. ^They were unkempt and pliysically dirty. Rommel’s officers 
kept telling them, “Just a little more. You will be in Alexandria to- 
morrow. Just one more effort.” And so on to-morrow and the next 
day until the men slept as they stood and walked dazedly to the guns 
beyond caring what happened. They had reached the limit of physical 
despair. 

All the mechanioal diflicnlties of supply and maintenance multi- 
plied the farther they advanced. Tank tracks broke. There were no 
' tools at hand t<> , make repairs. Petrol failed to arrive. The British 
thicks they were usinp' were slraflo'e, to handle and when they went 
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wrong no one knew how to fix them quickly. The food was late in 
being prepared and sometimes did not arrive at all. 'Die men were 
living mostly on hot coffee and cigarettes. 

On the Rritiah .side the reverse influences were gradually taking 
cdfect. The Australians were getting into the line and they were fresh 
and even eager tor a fight. All the British forces were right back on 
their base now and it was the matter of barely half a day to send into 
Alexandria for a spare part or inoie rations and petrol. Behind the 
Germans there was a week’s forced march hack to Benghazi. Tnhrnk 
had not been opened up as a supply port yet. 

Because the soldiers in this war were human and no soldier 
enjoys a defeat, the morale of the Germans and Italians was un- 
doubtedly higher than the British, But now that exhaustion had beconie 
a major factor of the battle other matters came into play. The Germans 
were led on by the hope of reward and the pride of achieveineut. The 
Briti.sli, on the other hand, knew tliat their last chance bad come, that if 
they failed here then everything would be lost. So they fought with that 
limeli of desperatiou that had Iirought wonderful strength to Mo.scow' 
in the previous summer and to England in the winter before that. 

Eeeble, half-hearted assaults were made by the enemy at several 
places along the line. The tanks that had attempted to run through 
ill the south returned to the German Hues. An Indiau position was 
overrun in the centre, hut the Indians connter-atlacked. The R. A. B. 
was working at a rhythm and a speed that eclipsed all their earlier 
efforts. While Hie Luftwaffe was still toiling up the coast to man new 
airfiekhs, Uie R. A. F. sat on their home bases and ran riot over Alameiu 
and Dnba, over Fuka and Matrrih, over the whole of that long weary 
procession of enemy who were moving slowly and still more slowly 
up to the Alamein Line. 

On Jtily 4lh the British^ position was intact. On the 5th it was 
still intact and getting a little stronger. At the end of the week the 
situation was definitely hotter. The' muddle on the roads behind the 
lines was being straightened out, communications were getting better. 
By the opening of the second week in July, the British were sei to give 
battle on the line. 

Auchiuleck had not done badly since he had taken over. His 
presence in the desert had spread confidence among the troops and the 
direction of the battle. After the fall of Tobfuk, Auchiuleck bad simply 
accepted the situation as he found'it. The overriding will of the Axis 
Army was ' to come forward ; of the British Army to fall back. 
Auchinleck, because he had'no other choice beyond making a suicidal 
.stand, decided to let these forces have play. He let the Axis Army 
come through. He sought to impede' them only at Matmk and when 
that went wr.ong lie brought his men back again well ahead of the enemy. 
His whole object was to keep ^ the Eighth Army in being. He believed 
that for the time beinv the Ei'^hth Army was more iuiporlaut than all 
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llie desert, more important even tliau Alexandria and the Delta. He 
was prepared to withdraw even as lar as tlie Sue/, Canal so long as lie 
kept the army together as a Sgliting force capable of reinforcement for 
counter-attack. The proposition was — “It f lose the Delta f have 
always the hope of winning it back again. If I lose the Ijightli Army 
then T lose everything.” So the General allowed the Gernian.s to come 
on, hoping that they would wear themselves out. He tried to keep 
his troops from battle so that they wonld live to fight another day 
when they were stronger and the euemj' weaker. 

There were also excellent tactical reasons for falling Imek on tlie 
Alamein lyine. Tlie line was unique in the desert ; no other line had a 
top and a bottom. Rvery other line, British or Axis. Iiad been turned 
because its southern end lay in the open desert. The Alamein lyiiie 
was based at its northern end on salt lakes by the sea and at its, 
southern end on the Qattara quicksands. It was only forty miles in 
length. Tlie Qattara Depression is a geological freak in the desert. It is 
a long, Io7,enge-.shaped hollow, some of it below sea-level. The desert 
here breaks up into steep cliffs and little plateaux and the flats below 
will not support annovrred vehicles. By laying wire netiing on the 
ground, it is possible to get vehicles across, hut not a great many in a 
great hurry. To run round the Depression and make the long trek 
across the open desert to the south was out of the question for 
Rommel at this stage. He was simply not eiiuipped for it and would 
have been exposed to the R. A. P. and raiding columns every mile of 
the way. 

So the enemy was forced to come along the coast. The next im- 
portant thing about the Qattara Depression is that it approaches the 
coast as one draws near to Alexandria, and Alamein is its narrowest 
point. It is, in fact, a bottle-neck and therefore excellent for defence. , 
Months before, its iiuportauce had heeu realized. Alamein, which is 
on a ridge, had been formed into a box with a miiuber of concrete 
underground dugouts and earthworks surrounded by barbed wire and 
minefields. A number of other positions had been prepared inland. 

Det us lake a closer look at this line as it was when I arrived on it 
in the second week of July. The situation, though still very dangerous, 
had seemed good enough to allow me to alter my plau.s, by retaining 
Bigio in Egypt to work with the R. A. F. and by alternating myself 
with Jacob at the front so that we wortld have a continuous stream of 
freshly written messages. 

Cliflord and I took the train down to Alexandria. It made us both 
remember the Spanish, War when people were able to lake trains up 
to the front at Derida. At the Cecil Hotel we picked up Kim Muudy 
and a couple of battered-looking trucks and set ofi. Coming out of 
Alexandria vye rau first through fig planlalious now hi fall green leaf 
and a soothing splash of colour in the glaring sand. Then we ran on to 
the ridge'we used to call “The Ripples.'’ It always was an appallin,g bit 
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of road. It rau for thirty miles along a crest of 3'ellow rocks, ,the 
gleaming green-bine sea on the right, the railway down below on the 
left. Since the surface had been bnilt in a slap-dash way, even for 
Kgypt, it was an interminable succession of bumps and now these 
were exaggerated and increased by the heavy traffic. But there was 
order and method in this traffic now and most of it was going forward. 
A-t the end of The Ripples we ran into Alameiu Box. It already liad a 
formidable edging of coiled barbed wire and more was being put down. 
Gangs were nouclialanlly digging mines into the ground. 

Australians swarmed everywhere and lhe5' looked maguificent. 
None of us had seen such troops before, They had adopted a 
new unifoi m during the long months when thej’- were lalteiiing and 
working in the sun behind the lines. It consisted of a pair of boots, 
short woollen socks, a pair of khaki drill pants, a piece of string bold- 
ing two identification disks round the neck, and a wide-brimmed hat 
turned down all the way round. Their bare backs and shoulders 
fascinated me. Thej' were burnt brownish-black by the sun. Under the 
shining skin the muscles bulged like tennis balls. 

The long siege of Tobruk had hardened and trained this 9th 
Division, and given them a pride in fighting. They were the Rats of 
Tobruk. Their long hibernation had relaxed them, filled them with 
good food and fresh air. They had grown tired of garrison life. They 
wanted to fight. They were delighted to be in the desert. 

In these two years another subtler change had taken place in these 
Australians. To Europeans at first they bad seemed boastful and 
(inick to take offence, lax in their discipline in the field, and quarrel- 
some on leave. The usual thing you heard was that the Australians 
had an inferiority complex, and adopted a truculent noisy manner to 
hide it. As arr Australian living abroad, I had had many arguments 
about them. I had tried (quite unsuccessfully) to explain to English 
men that the Australians' manner was the sign of their independence 
and the freedom of their way of life and that some of their physical 
vigour might not come amiss in England. To the Australians I tried 
(even more unsaccessfiilly) to point out that the Englishman’s voice 
and reserve did not indicate animosity or contempt or weakness, and 
that some of the Englishman’s quiet mental tenacity might not come 
amiss in Australia. Urrderneath, I knew the Australians were deeplj' 
attached to England. I believed, too, that the English had an affection 
tor Australians that took deep root in the last war. It was usually the 
officers of both armies who rubbed one another up the wrong way. 
The men got together as soon as they began to understand one 
another. 

But this 9th Division that came so willingly into the Alamein Bine 
was altogether different from the other Australian,s I had Seen iit the 
Middle lEast. They spoke much more softly. They were much more 
sure of themselves and they no loup'er attempted to impress themselves 
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nil a sliaiiser — they knew wlial they were aiul'wlio they were. 'I'obrnk 
had discovered the Anslialiaus to lliciuselves. Rest had ^iveu them 
leisure to cxtilore their discovery. Tlieir disciiiliue was far smoothei 
thaa Iliad ever seeiiin Aiiatialians before and it was the smooth, defiiiitc 
diseiiiline not of the parade <rroiuid hnl the front line. I'liey worked 
like black, s and with a new elliciency. 'fliey were not twn hours in the 
new positions before Major-General Morsliead had them buildiuf!; new 
fortirioatioiis. And with all this they reinained anion*; the finest shock 
troops ol the I*)nipire. 

Those, then, w.-’re the men holding the north ol the line, and, as 
we drove on to the centre of the Box where the artillery was firing, we 
eaiiie among thonsauds of Houth Africans, the men who had held the 
('.a/.ala I,ine and now at last were being given a chance to light. The 
Australians held the. western perimeter of the Box, the Houth Africans 
the .sontheru sector and a stretch of the Hue reaciiinK sontliward 
outside. We arrived at the moment when the Australians were putting 
in an attack on the Tel cl Kisa ridge to the we.st ol Alameiu. Tlie object 
was to make a “lilister” in the enemy position on tlie coasi so tliat.we 
should he able to sweep in behind them if they started to drive in on 
the central sectors of the line. 

It was an extraordinary scene in Alaniein on lhat bright morning. 
Tlie colours ran in vivid parallel lines. First there was the green-hlne 
sparkling sea itself, then the snow-white beach and the sand dunes, 
then iu.side the drrnes the grey sail flats .that were pitted witli shell 
holes and bomb craters and looked as Ibc surface of the moon might 
be. Then came the ultramarine salt lakes edged with floating reeds, 
then the yellow liogshack of the ridge with tlie black road on the top, 
then finally out heyoncl that the yellow desert. 

All tills area was under fire — fire both going and coming. Choosing 
a slack luonieiit we crossed a narrow causeway across the lakes to Ihc 
sea and saw from there tlie battle clouds roll across the Tel el Fisa 
ridge. Tltc ridge had fallen to us the night before and now the Germans 
were coming in with tanks. They'had got a new lactic against infantry. 
'Fach tank fitted one ol its tracks into the Australian slit trendies and 
tried to crush the men lielow to death. 

‘‘I just held my breath,” one of the wounded told me ns he , came 
out of the fight, “l pressed luy lace down on the bottom of tlie trendi 
as hard as I could, but the track touched my back and it was like a 
series of knives being driven into you. But they didn’t get any of us 
with the first tank or the, second. Then when the third one came over 
we were ready. We pelted the back of it with sticky bombs. One of the 
boys chased it for a hundred yards to make sure of it. Then it blew up.” 

A patrol had gone right into the enemy lines in the dark on foot. 
They were about to find their way back through the minefields when 
they saw the outline of an Italian tank against a white limestone ediff. 
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The Italian crew was sleeping on the gTonnd around the tank. The 
patrol crawled within ten yards of the sleeping men and then gave fire. 
One of the Italians got his machine-gun and answered, hut at that 
moment an Australian engineer crawled up behind the tank and planted 
his sticky bomb on it. Italians and tank went up together. 

I talked to tlie Germans coming in, wounded and prisoners. Some 
had bayonet injuries. Tliere had been n series of charges underneath 
this roof of shells that. still kept arching over our heads as we talked. 
Gun flashes qnicklj' smothered with smoke and dust were flickering 
rigid along the ridge ahead of us. 

As we turned hack across the causeway the battle suddenly veered 
in onr direction. It started in a second and was all over in ten minutes, 
a bad ten minutes. Thirty Slukas dived in relays and Clifford, Mnudy, 
the driver and myself just flung ourselves headlong where we were. 
Between the explosions we crawled into ditches and lank ruts. Then 
the German shelling started. It was sporadic stuff^ — evidently they 
were ranging for a new target and our spot was the target. Bike 
heavy hail the shrapnel kept dropping round us. Each time we tried 
to move another one came over. The Germans were using auli-per- 
souiiel shells which burst in a black cloud about a hundred feet above 
the ground and sprayed downward, a damnable weapon. It penetrated 
to the bottom of slit trenches with red-hot metal, A dud landed a few 
yards away from me, witli a dull “oomph,” I watched it. It did 
nothing. I rati. 

All this time the British gunners alongside us kept firing with their 
four-i)olnl fives and they stood up to the iucomhtg shells as though they 
were nothing. I know one feels twice as good under fire when one has 
a job to do, Inrt this performance was a thing to see to he believed. 

The firing fpiieted presently and we started up the truck again. 
Through the days aliead Mundj% who stood watching on the top of the 
truck, was to say many times “Scram” and we would scram. Driver 
and all, we would leap straight from the truck on to the ground and 

then wait for it to heave undpr the incoming explosions. 

• ■ 

Standing on Alameiu Ridge and looking south you could clearly 
see Ruweisat Ridge. Thls was a second razor-back which rose out of the 
desert parallel with the coast and the scene of the armoured fighting. 
Soft' sand lay between the Alamein Ridge and Rviwei.sat so yon had to 
double back along the coast road for a bit and then turn inland over a 
track that was being bound with wire netting. 

The India, n,s held, Ruweisat and kept attacking westwards along it. 
South of Ruweisat there was another ' flaltish plain covered with pink 
rocks and this was held by the New" Zealanders and British motorized 
units. Beyond -that again was the Depression. The British arntour 
roved up and, down ready to rush in and plug a weak spot in the line. 
Practically' its whole length was covered with minefields. 
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Tlie rival armies having been ei|iial at the beginning of tlie campaign, 
and two to one in favour of Rommel alter 'i'ohnik, began to approach 
equality again. Rommel slill had his four armoured formations, but 
they were much reduced and could hardly muster a luiiulrcd tanks in 
all. Additionally he still had his OOtli Idfjht and dements of all the 
Italian divisions. They had been rested but were somewhat thinned 
nut partly through losses, partly becaii.se they had to inati the supply 
line.s and leave garrisons in places like I'obnikj f3ollum and Matruh. 
A second-cla.ss (/ernian division which had l)eeii acting as gaoler in 
Ctete was being flown and shipped across. In all, you might estimate 
that (he enemy liad about .seven divi.sion.s and between fifty and sixty 
thousand men. On our side the tank strength was gradually getting 
liack to normal with the arrival of reinforcements from America and 
liugland. At times we even onltiuinbered the enemy two to one. lu 
men we had between sixty and seventy Ihousatid in or near llie line. 
In guns l)otli sides seemed about e(|ual since the Germans were using 
so many of ours they had captured cn route. 

The quality of the enemy troops was good but very uneven. The 
Italian Sabrata division seemed to be the one that was always getting 
into hot water. Tliey were garrison troops any how, and it was hardly 
fair to put them in the front line. Tl was the Sabrata that had given 
waj' before the Australians on Tel el Kisa. They surrendered in 
hundreds. Down in the centre another gronp of Italians, who liad 
surrendered, said to an Indian Army intelligence officer, "We are tlie 
Brescia Division. Yon think we’re poor troops don’t you ? Well, you 
should see the Sabrata.” 

Most of the Babrala were withdrawn after this and the actual front 
line was given to the Germans to hold while the Italians dug position.? 
behind them. That was the first good sign that the tide vvas turuiug. 
The enems' presumably would not have dug in and .spreatl minefields 
if they planned to drive into Alexandria. 

The Alameia Dine, of course, was a reporter’s paradise. It was 
so short and compact tliat you could visit the whole front in the course 
of a day and, whereas in Dil)ya we had taken as much as a full day to 
call on Corps Headiiuarters, this was now only one of our journeys. 
If an engagement flared up anywhere we heard about it williin a few 
hours and were able to get to thd spot at once. 

The correspondents had a wonderful camping spot by the sea 
about 15 miles east of the Alameiii Dine. Each niorning the first hot 
baleful shaft of snu,sliiue used to wake me about six o’clock. Then 
the first baleful fly. , The flies were terrible. This first one would 
peck at my face, buzz away to call the others, and then sneak up on 
me again. I. would try to escape by shoving my head inside the 
sleeping-bag and it was too hot. Immediately my head came out 
again the fly would pounce, and this lime he would have a squadron of 
.twenty or more at his back, I would decide to get up. 
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Every nioruiiig in the desert was a beaiitifnl niornin]^ fir]] of gold 
liglil on the sand dnnes and birds stirring in the clean air. And there 
were usually shells in the clean air as well, since the morning barrage 
over Alanieiii opened about this hour. From this distance, however, 
it sounded very remote, at any rate not loud enough to wake the 
others in my party. They slept in a row on camp V)eds beside the truck 
and the dew like heavy rain lay on every lied. Reluctantly I peeled 
off the sleeping-bag and standing at the rear of ilie truck in 1113 - pj'jamas 
I lit the petrol stove and put the kettle on. We shaved every day, and 
1 remember that 1 was forced to use the rear-vision mitror of the truck 
as I coultl never keep a mirror longer than two days in the desert. 

For once there was plenty of water for everybodj' — it rvas carried 
in cans looted from the Germans — and by splashing about noisily I 
knew I could get the driver, Comuierford, out of bed. Conunerford was a 
famed cook in the desert, tie would go straight to the stove and fix 
the tea and eggs we had bought from the bedouin on oui way out from 
Alexandria. Presently I would hear him sa^'-, "My word!" This was 
his ultimate expres.siou of irritation, the phrase he used iu a .sort of 
contempt lor the usual swearing aud cursing that went on monoto- 
nously iu the Army. It might mean that he was cursing the flies or 
the enemy barrage or the fact that the stove had gone out or that every 
other egg was rotten. When he said it for the third time we guessed 
breakfa.st was ready, and Clifford, and the others climbed out of bed. 

As we sat around ou boxes eating, the first argument of the day 
would begin. Clifford would have a hunch that sometblng was doing- 
in the extreme southern sector. Legge, of the Telegraph, would 

liave a theory that the enemy was bound to attack along the central 
ridge. I would want to go up the coast to Alamein because I thought 
that the barrage might be the beginning of something bigger. We would 
all prod-uce snippets of iutonuatioii to backup our theories. Mundy, 
the coiiriucliiig officer, would staud by saying nothing, but the expres- 
sion on ins face was all too plain. ‘’For the love of heaven, make uij 
your minds.” 

At 7.30 a.in,; in the midst of all this, the first dispatch rider came 
bouncing across the rocks, his great coat buttoned up to his chin, and 
he brought with him the mail tied np in a red cloth bag. The arrival 
of the mail w'as a great moment and we grabbed at it eagerly, for it 
contained caliles from onr offices in London and New York, letters 
from home and news from headquarters. I have known correspondents 
on opening- their cables to announce that they had to go to Peru or 
Mpscow, and half an hour later disappear out of the desert for ever. 
Others might glower at some rebuke because they had missed a story 
or again, with heavy modest:^, reveal that they had ,a word of coii- 
gralulatibn or a raise, 

, We handed over our ■messages to the dispatch rider each morning • 
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and lie carried Uiein off lo an aii'Deld wlierc tliej' were flown lo Cairo to 
be censored, and then cableil and radioed abroad. After that came the 
business of Inindliiig uji tire beddhiff and clothes and slowing the trnck. 
All this lime the argnmeivt about onr days’ destination wonld contiinie 
and ill the end some sort ot coniproinise wonhf be reached. 

I.t was only a short run down to the Alaniciti Box, but smnetinies 
the Nazi lO.I-nullimetre gnus were shelling the road. One felt a r.lighl 
eonsLrictioii in the throat as one rnnibled slowly across the target 
area, 'i’hc road at this lime was full ol vehicles and it gave one con- 
fidence to see so inanj' others passing liack and forth, appnTcntly 
nncoiicerned. 

At forward heaihinaiters an intelligence ofiieer would come out of 
his concrete dngout, map in hand, and explain the previous night’s 
operations. . .a small enemy allack put in without tank support on 
Tel el Nisa. , ,tlie Oicrmaii forward platoons gone agrontid under onr 
artillery barrage. . .nothing more expected for the rest of the day. 
That meant the end of my theory. We would set off lor the central 
ridge to explode theory numher two. Soveral times we would have to 
jump down from the truck and push it through heavy sand before vve 
got on the ridge. Once there the going was solid 1ml the drrst appalling. 
It made tho midday heal seem twice as had. Often we got lost and 
waiuleTO(.l for an hour or two among batteries of Lwenly-five-ponnclers, 
petrol dum[is, passing jeeps, and ambulances and tank workshops. 
Kvery turning would turn out to be the wrong one. It did not take 
long for everyone to feel hot, thirsty, ami irritable, especially if there 
•were enemy planes about. There would be one or two casual dog- 
fights in the distance and ahvny,s the noise of guns, but still we would 
have IK) story ami no clear idea of what was happening. Tlie man who 
favoured going to the soutlieru front wonld point out that we had lost 
two valuable hours by going first to Alamoin. 

TaiucIi came about 2..30 p. ni.— -a tin of peaches, biscuits, cheese 
and a mouthful of warm water taken without getting out of. the truck. 
By thi.s time we were fairly covered in dust and bored with llic war. 
And that would be the inoiueul when spnielhing happened. 

A new track would lake us toau armoured divisional headriuaiters, 
and there they would be full of the news ol a tank and gun skirmish 
earlier in the day. There would be prisoners to see, freshly come from 
the fighting. Then, sure enough, a German counter-attack would develop 
in the evening when the setting sun was sliiniug in the eyes of our 
men. vSkirting past the Britiish batteries going at full blast, wc wonld 
always find a spot from which to see where the shells were falling, ami 
the lines of dust going up about the infantry pressing forward into the 
enemy barrage. For an hour, while the light lasted, the desert would 
be full of the noise and inovemeut of battle, and everywhere one 
'turned one gathered a new fact fresh from tlie fighting, ' * 

Coming to the reaiias the battle died down, we ryould check the 



A YEAR OF BATTLE 


3C9 


day’s events nl bTi»ade, divisional and corps headqtiarters and gradually 
a coniplele picture would form in one’s mind. 

Reaci’.ing out camp by the sea before dusk, there was always that 
niilailiiigly pleasant moment which was the reward for all the irritation 
and strain of the day — when we stripped naked and dived straight off the 
world’s most perfect beach into the world’s most perfect sea. In a 
second the sand was washed out of our eyes and ears and hair, and it 
was exhilarating jnst to be cool. A stew of bnlly-beef, peas, potatoes, 
tomatoes and onions wonld be bubbling as we came back from the 
swim and wliile it cooked we sal abont on the rocks or on the sand 
lypewriting onr messages. At this hour the evening barrage over 
Alaniein would start agaiu. Overhead, the first flights of the British 
tiight bombers, tightly packed in a Vee, would go b}'. Someone would 
lill half a dozen mugs with whisky and sandy water and at twilight we 
would eat. 

Tlieu, in the rising moonlight, we would knock the dust out of our 
blankets and rig our beds beside the trucks. We would sit for a while 
in the warm darkness turning over the day’s events, arguing about the 
the war, guessing what was going to happen on the morrow. 

At ten o’clock the talk would veer round to books, shop talk, 
home — anything. Continually it was interntpted by some distant uoise 
of war. Propp<2<i on one's elbow iu bed, one could sometimes see where 
the gnu-flashes were stabbing in an uneven ring round the high ground 
to tlie west. We could hear, too. the convoys of uulighted vehicles 
making up the coast toad to the front. Then, by some chemistry, all 
of us would get tired together, the talk would snuff out into solid 
sleep. The next thing would be the same damn fly again. 

It wa.s not a bad life, better for us, of course, than for most people 
in the desert, but still nearly everyone you saw looked healthy and 
reasonably cheerful. 

And so the hot July days went by one after another and eveiy day 
something was happening. Each side now had adopted the policy of 
oEensive defence — that is, by making limited attacks they meant to 
break up the immediate opposition and prepare the way for later offen- 
sive. Neither army was geared to fighting a static war nor equipped 
for breaking a line — and neither side would admit it. Six heavy Axis 
attacks were put in at different points. Six times they were driven off, 
and at least six times the British tried to roll the Axis back to Matruh. 

Every day each side got stronger. The Germans could not shift 
the Aitstraliaus from Tel el Eisa. We could not get forward in the 
centre. Standing on Alameiu Ridge one evening we watched the 
heaviest of all the German assaults come in along the dusty plain 
between Ruweisat and the sea. It started with a series of low bombing 
raids and here and there across the plain trucks burst into flame and 
the ack-ack shells hummed and spluttered in the evening air. 

24 
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'i'lk; aitillcry folli)\ved, and aflc-r llie aitilli-ry, laiilcs. At one 
nioiuiinl the plain was dolled with British eehieles and j;nns. Tlie 
110x1 all disappeared under a rolling cUnid id smoke and diir.t aii.d 
throns’h this dry lofj the sliells were hnrstins as liuhtninit will burst 
throngl'i a lluindor -storm. Just lor a iniiuite the [oj> would li(l and yon 
would niaivel to see that Iht,- Britisli vdiielcs on the tilaiu had .survived 
the tuimilt and were, apiiareutly iiilacl. Twenty shells wouhl be in 
lilt; air toyether over our heads, you could hear them whinintv on their 
cour.se, both toward yon and away from you, and soinetiiiies half a 
dozen of them would come down tos'etlier. 

T'hc Cicrman iid'autry n aclud the edge ol the Alamein Box that 
ni}‘-ht ami liej^au tearing up Lire miiics. At that moment the eumhined 
British Artillery got on to llicin and that was the end of the iii.st big 
Axis attempt to break the Alamein Line. 

Two days later, we made onr big effort to break the Oerinaits. It 
began with the heaviest artillery barrage ever .seen in the desert. 
Clifford and I and the others were standing on the top of our truck 
on Ruweisat Ridge at zero hour. We knew the general idaii ol the 
coming battle. After the barrage llie Smith Africans would attack in 
the north, tlie Indians in, the centre and the New Zealanders in the 
soutli. Tliey were all to go forward about five llioiisaiul yard.s on to ' 
a .seties of low ridges and they were to hold tlieir positions through the 
night. In the morning the British tanks would attack in the ceutrn. 

A sunset made unusually beiutlifnl by the dust delayed tlie 
darkness a little that night, and its orange light was still slanting 
across the aattd when the guns opened fire. Tliey came in, gun by 
gun, and battery by liattcry, until at dusk there was one coiitinnous 
uproar, a jagged baud of violent explosion. The night bombers iiassed 
low above our heads and over the Oermau lines we could see. long 
filaments of smoke reaching uxi to them and shedl-lmrsts like ucw stars 
in the sky. All this time lire hifaulry were going foiward under the 
cover of the barrage and close behind us wc licard the rumhling and 
creaking of many tanks. All day they had been coming up (he ridge, 
a vast procession of vehicles. Tiie arnunir had to be ready to go iu at 
dawn to meet the inevilable German eountor-atLack. 

By now the artillery was firing for twenty miles along the horizon 
and the gun (lashes made a dancing series of lights in the darkness 
like the lanterns of some garden carnival swajdng iu the wind. Just 
before midnight we saw the sign we were wailing for—coloured Very 
lights and star-shells iiioitniing from the Germau lines and tracer 
bullets, mostly red, skidding rigdil and left a few yards above the 
ground. That meant that the British inlautry had engaged. The patter 
of macliine-guu fire came faintly to our cars. At midnight the barrage 
died away. Somewhere out iu the darkness ahead the griiii busitiess 
of ‘ mopping up” was going on. Hand-grenades were beitw flung into 



A yJiAK Oir BATTLE 


3?1 


Ireiiclies, pris'incrs were f.>vabbecl at the point of the ba3’oiiet, men were 
crawlinsf forward tlirougli the rifle tire, others were struggling tip the 
rocks with ammitnition. 'i'hts was the first of our uight infantry attacks, 
and tlie whole trout now was isolated into a number of dark little 
pockets whole the troops fought for their lives, eaclnnan for himself, 
each man entirely alone in the world. Tliere was notliiiig for us in the 
rear to do hut sleep and wait for news and the morning. 

In the uun uing another batch of infanliy went in and we drbve for- 
ward to the assemhly poiut to sec them go. The liring was very heavj' 
out in front now. Clearly the enemy corinter-altack was developing, 

I wonder how many people who are in this war know what it is 
like waiting to go over the top. As a spectator I can oiil3’- guess. To 
me it is always the most higlil3' charged momeut of any battle — that 
infinity of Lime between the inomeul when the men are told they will 
attack and when the actnal attack starts. These men'were Indian 
soUliers mi.s;ed with some British troops and officers. They .sat in their 
lorries, twenty men to a lorry. They had on their full marching kit 
and they smoked cigarettes. They sat in rows not talking much, but 
their eyes were always going from one place to another and they gave 
the impression that they were listening, listening intently. Each man 
grifiped something with his hands, a rifle, the tailboard of the truck, a 
cigarette — their hands never lay relaxed and open at their sides. They 
did not glance at tlioir watches. They knew the tiuie— each passing 
second of it. At each new explosion on the ridge before us — the ridge 
that presently they tvere going to charge — they did not move or show 
in any way that they had heard. Only their eyes kept travelling in 
the iliiecUoii of the noise. 

There was a shouted order. They got down quietly from the trucks 
and stood waiting. They knew what was coming. Another order. 
They spread out and began to go over the hill, using that strange 
crouching walk of men going into fire. It was very undemonstrative, 
a routine manoeuvre and a small one ; yet still I felt this tense cons- 
triction in iny lungs just watching them go. It was always easier, the 
men said, wlien they actually started to use their rifles. As the Cock- 
ney pul it, “Yer git ycr blood oop.” 

With the infantry the British tanks went in . . . and this was an- 
other of those heart-breaking mistakes and misunderstandings that 
kept occurring in the midst of the British attacks — the little things that 
you could liave sworn would never happen, but yet did happen, and 
made the difference between victory and stalemate. 

It was a brind new brigade of tanks from England. The crews had 
trained and trained thoroughly but they were new to the desert. 
Only three weeks before they had come ashore ,at Suez with their 
Valentiues. One wondered, if it was a good thing to send troops into 
action inunedialely they arrived in the desert. The guns will shoot 
just the , same, of course, but it was not quite like Salisbury Elaiu. 
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II was not like manoeuvres. U petrol ran out it was not just a matter 
o( I'luunni'' back two miles down llie road and taking (lie first left where 
there is a fillins-shdiun. Maj-bc the petrol-supply vehicles did not 
anivc in the desert. . .Maybe you had to take a compass bearing to find 
the ncare.sl petrol dump, which is just a spol on the map. Maybe you 
were not too good at reading a compass and you missed the way. 
Maybe the dumii had moved when you got to it. 

There was no workshop close at hand if a track broke or a gun 
stuck. Tt was hot and the heat i)layed tricks with the eyesight, 'i'heii 
again everylhing di.sappeared under dust and smoke once (he action 
wa.s joined, and the best eyc.sigbl in the world wasn’t much good to 
you lialf the lime. 

Anyway these tanks arrived. TheTndian sappers cleared a track 
lor them through the eiieiiiy minefields during the night — that was the 
idea of sending the infantry ill first. So in they went at dawn, these 
iresh-faced boj's from ICngland, and they were full of confidence and 
courage for this, their first real action. Someone gave them the wrong 
direction. They mis.sed the track entirely and ran instead on to the 
mill t'.s and there the Gcrinaii guiuiers caught them in a cross-fire. Of 
the eighty-odd tanks lhat went out, only a score came back. Two 
years of training, luonllis ol building, a voyage half-way round the 
world — then everylhing gone in a inimile. Because they were given tlie 
wrong direction. And one little Cockney among tlie survivors shoved 
his bead out of his lank and said to me, "We couldn’t understand what 
had gone wrong. We never liad a chaiiee to liie the gun. We couidn’l 
see anything hardly. Shells kciil liiLling the lank on both sides and 
throwing us off our course, but we couidn’l see who was firing tliein. 
We heard the other tanks blowing up all around ns. Then one ol the 
officers jumped on board and squeezed into the turret. He said his 
tank had been hit and just as he said that, a Jerry shell came clean 
througli my turret on tlie purl side and went round and roniitl 
until it luL the officer on the back of the head and he fell forward on 
top of the gunner. There was blood all over the place. ! w'as told 
to go five tliou.saiul yards, but when C looked at my speedomeler I 
had done five thousand five huiulted. So I turned round and came back 
again. ‘ I seemed to be the only lank that had got through on my 
sector so I thought I better come back.” And he added iiuite sincerely 
and simply,” We’d like to have another crack at them, sir.” His name, 
I remember, was Gordon Redford.* 

. The Germans made mistakes, too, many of them. But still that 
did not seem to make our own much lielter, especially as we had 
plenty of these little Cockneys who wanted, who really wanted, to fight. 

, fn tlic north, the South Africans had won their objective — indeed, 
the Germans had withdrawn their front about six thousand yards 

'".Vu DO ami tuO taiilsB on fcUiH May. I(i was wibsoqiKiutly louml that, 

thotr bttttortes bad not boon ohai'guil awl tboic was a wirelaas failuro, 
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llic previous nigiit. So we Uinied to see how the New Zealanders 
were faring. We knew that the ptevions week a battalion of theirs had 
gone forward to an exposed point and had offered to slay there niitil 
the morning, provided that they got support from the British arinonr. 
Something went wrong. The armonr never arrived. Most of the 
battalion was wiped ont. 

And now when we reached the New Zealanders’ headriiiarters in 
the pink sonthern desert, we found it had happened all over again. 
They had attacked the previous night. They liad gone in with the 
bayonet. The Germans rallied and tor the first time in desert history 
Ivied a bayonet charge of their own. They ran crying, “Hitler, Hiller." 
The New Zealanders cut them up and reported the position was won. 
They reported that a Nazi counter-attack with tanks was likely to come 
against them at dawn. Should they stay or retire at once ? Stay, they 
were told. You will have the tanks to support you. Again it went 
wrong. As the grey light lifted over the desert, the New Zealanders 
looked back and to their flanks and saw nothing but empty desert. 
Out in front Ibirly German tanks came over the lull. In a iniuulc or 
two the tanks had split the New Zealanders in half. The defenders had 
a few anti-tank grrns with them. The crews decided to slay and 
^ fight it out iu order to give their comrades a chance of getting away. 
Tiiey accepted the (nil enemy charge. They did not budge. When the 
oflicer dieil, an N. C. 0. took liis place. When the guulaj'cr died, the 
man who fired the gnu took his job as well as his own. They all died 
one by one. When the Germans came to occupy the position, they found 
the gunners lying dead acro.ss their gnus. I had known soine of these 
men for the past two years and they were really great soldiers, dis- 
ciplined and firm and wonderfully collected under fire. It was an intense 
and ])ersoual grief to report that they were tlead and one railed 
against the had luck or the stupidity that had let the tanks go astray. 

Coming back we ran through a German position the New 
Zealanders had overrun a few days before. The sand was blackened 
with shell blast. Bnrul-ont troop-carriers and wagons stood about 
surrounded by ashes. Several SS-inillinielre guns had been demolished. 
The nozzles of the barrels were splayed out like tulips. There 
were a few German graves with swastikas on them. I’erhaps the New 
Zealand gunners did not die meauiuglessly, the victims of an error. 
They had their share in this, too. ^ It might be granted that they have 
a share in any other victory that is to come on this or any other sector 
of the wari 

When we got back to Corps headciuarters, we found the attack had 
fizzled put. It was a staleinate. A solitary German prisoner stood 
beside the Intelligence car, sinokinjg one cigarette^ after another, and 
carefully digging the butts into the sand with his toe. He was a 
deserter. He had had enough. It seemed, loo, that for the time being 
both armies had had euoup'h. They had ' tried, and tried bravely, to 
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break one ariotlier. Tlie figliliiig bail beeji close and very bitter. There 
bad been casualties of tip to ten thousand on the line in tlu se July 
battles and still neither side was able to get anywhere. As soon as 
one army made an attack the other diove in behind and the attacker 
was forced to withdraw. It was a sj'Slein of sti esses and balances, ft 
was something new in the desert, h'or the first time since the desert war 
began, there was a front line. Both sides-were laying down long entieiich- 
inenls, Imndreds of miles of barbed wire, thonsands of mines. Dn.goiits 
were coming into fashion. The armour mostly stayed in the reai, 
w'liile the infantry clashed with the bay'onet, the tonimy-gnn and tlie 
grenade. There w'as even some trench warfare. Il was now simply 
a matter of both sides holding their position nnlil one or the other 
judged himself strong enough to attack. It had alwaj's happened like 
this in the desert — at fiidi Barrani, at Sollnin, at Jedahya, at Ga/.ala, 
and now here at Alaiuein. Two or three months’ sharp fighting, then 
fotir or five mouths of getting in reinforcements. In the end, tlie side 
that got the most and best reinforcements most cpiickly was the one 
that was going to win. In the meantime as July drifted into August, 
the Biitish could at least claim that they had emerged from their hlackesL 
hour. Egypt was safe at last. 


14 

August— in Conclusion 

TyyHAT was wrong? Why were the British armies constaiilly for- 
* ’ ced to retreat ? Why had Norway, Dunkirk, Greece, Crete, Sin- 
gapore, Burma and Egj'pt followed so closely’ upon one another ? Was 
it the generals, the eejuipmeut, the men, the War Cabinet, the uii- 
pteparedness, the structure of the army, or just bad luck ? 

On the face of it Dunkirk happened because the French and 
Belgian armies collapsed ; Norway', because the expedition was too late 
and too small ; Greece, because we undertook an impossible job fur 
political reasons ; Crete, because we had no aircraft ; Singapore and 
Burma, because we held the Far East on a bluff and not much else ; 
and finally Egypt, because the necessary reinforcements were sent 
elsewhere. 

But more aud more the public was rejecting these obvious explana- 
tions. More and more they blamed the generals. So many had been 
“bowler-battecr’ or removed to secondary posts since the war began — 
Gort and Ironside, Dill and Wavell, Ritchie and Cnuningham. And 
now, this August, Auchinleck himself w,as about to be replaced by 
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Oeufciral Alexander. lu tlie H. A. F. also tliere had been many changes 
in tlic Air Marslials. The pnblic drew the obvious inference that the 
generals were to ])lanie. 

Iliad been in the Middle Fast since the war started an d as an 
observer had seen soiuelhiug of lialf a dozen campaigns in Western 
Asia and Kasleru Africa as well as in the desert. , 1 had met most of 
the senior generals and had seen their plans in operation. Anri now 
when I .sat down this August to try and work out an explanation of 
our failures, f simply could not find the answer in these men. There 
were so many other factors. Fook at just a few of them. 

Tlmre was eiiuipment, Oliver Tyttleton, the Minister of Production, 
pui the matter very clearly in his speech to the Commons during the 
Tobruk (lobate. lie said that Bugiand had had to choose between 
making a great number of inferior guns and tanks or a few of eriual or 
better quality than the Germans. The times were pressing. England 
chose the great number ; she had to get some sort of arms spread 
round her Empire rather than none at all. The factories simply could 
not change over to new patterns overnight. 

Now see how this worked out on the battle-front in the desert. 
We had as many tanks as the Germans all right, hundreds of them. 
The only serious difference was that tlie Germans could shoot a 
thousand or fifteen hundred yards and we less than a thousand. They 
had a 75-atiil a S5-millimetre gnu and we had the two-pbuuder. When 
the Grants came along with the American 75 they were able to stave 
off the enemy for a bit hul, there were not enough Grants and at the 
time of Tobruk we were back on our Ivvo-pounder again. 

We had a new six-pounder anti-tank gun carried on a fast truck 
and it was a good gun. Again, loo few arrived too late. The Germans 
and Italians had their magnificent all-purpose 88-millimelres, a great 
many of them, aud they had had a longtime to train their crews. Our 
Bofors c(mld not be compared with the 88 as a combined anti-tank and 
anti-aircraft weapon. Our twenty-five pounder and our four-point-five 
were good guns, but they had other good Axis guus against them. 

We had at the most half a dozen Spitfires in the desert. Neither 
tlie Hurricane nor the Tomahawk nor the Kittyhawk can catch a 
Messer. schndtt 109F. Apart from a few improvised fighters we had no 
dive bombers at all. It is useless for military strategists to argue, as 
they will aud fiercely, that the Stnka is a failure and. very vitlnerable. 
Ask the troops in the field. Its effect on morale alone made it worth 
while in the Middle East .so long as we had insufficient fighters. Any- 
way, we tliought it ^ood enough to attempt to evolve a dive-bomber of 
our own. 

In medium and heavy bombers we tmdonbtedlj' had superiority in 
the desert, but these did not play a leading iiarl until the end of the 
sxttumer campaign. They could not have saved Tobruk for its. 
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Oiir recoverj' S3’steiii in the snniuier showed au immense improve- 
iiieut. Bnl still llie Oennaiis had the better system ol Iroiit-line work- 
shops. For one thing, their job w’as easier. Our engineers had to carr5' 
the spare parts for half a dozen different tj'pes of tank, and necessarily 
ran short both of tools and replacements. The Germans had standard- 
ized their tanks clown to tw'o or three types and so were able to carri' 
more spares and distribute them Iretter. This goes for the Luftwaffe too. 

There were many other small items . . . the water and fuel con- 
tainers, for instance. The Germans experimented and designed what 
appears to be the best container for the desert. It was a flat, solkllj’ 
built can holding about five gallons, and so constructed that the last 
drop could be poured out. It could be used over and over again. By 
simply painting on each can a special marking — a white cross was em- 
ploj'ed for water — they w’ere used for diesel oil, ordinary petrol, 
aviation spirit, kerosene and water. The great bulk of the British Army 
was forced to stick to the old flim.sy four-gallon container. The majoritj' 
of them were only used once. Thousands were smashed in transit and 
leaked entirelj', JXvery day in the desert we would have llie same 
trouble. We would put a couple of petrol cans in the back of a truck. 
Two hours of bumping over the desert rocks usually produced a 
suspicious smell. Opening the back of the truck thpre, sure enough, 
we would find one or both of pur cans had leaked and we had to go off 
linntiug for more. It was time as well as petrol we lost. 

In general, then, the enemy had a clear advantage in eipiipmcnt. 
Whenever the British Army took the field, it knew that it would liave 
to face superior weapons, and that makes a certain effect ou morale. 
There is just one other point here. The enemy could get all his 
replacements and reinforcements three times quicker than we could. 
Often he used aircraft to carrj' many of his supplies and reinforcements 
to the front. They arrived ten times quicker than bj’- land and sea. 

Now all this queslion of equipment had little to do with the 
general. He specified what he wanted, of course, but he had to lake 
what he could get. No Middle Hast general would have taken Valen- 
tine tanks if he could have got Grants. But he couldn’t get the Grants. 

Then sti-ategy and tactics. It was no longer Ihe general in the 
field who decided when or where a campaign should be fought but the 
W’ar Cabinet in London. In every one of our campaigu,s political 
considerations had carried very rmtcb importance and the diplomats 
had had almost as much a say in their conception as the generals. We 
had gone to war on a political and not a military issue. In every case 
a general had simply been selected and told to get on with the job. 
Even in the framing of tactics he did irot have a free hand. The tactics 
were those which were recommended by a staff of experts or those 
which were forced upon the junior commanders at the front by the 
fortunes of t^e battle, Before all their Middle Eastern campaigns both 
Wavell and Anchinleck called upon manv technicians to deliver their 
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appreciations of tlie position. Estimates and reports were sought 
from the staffs of the engineers and the armourers, from the Roj-al 
Army Supply Corp.s, from both political and military intelligence, from 
the Ministries of Shipping and Production, from geographers and 
meteorologists, from the various branches of the R. A. F. and the 
Navy, from the operational staffs and the junior commanders, from 
the leaders of the Allied forces, fron\ security, from the transport 
experts, from the dominions and the American Lease-Eend Admi- 
nistrators — to mention only a few. All these reports and estimates 
were collated and submitted to the central direction of the war in 
Eondon. The chief duty of the Cominander-in-Chief, Middle East, in this 
was to see that the best men were giving him these reports and thal 
the facts they submitted were accurately tabulated and assessed. As 
art experienced rriau the general’s own opinion was of value, brrt the 
facts themselves as a rule pointed to the conchisiou, and the man 
in command was forced to accept it. He could no,t fly flatly in the 
face of hi.s advisers. He could not say to the meteorologist, “The 
moon will rrot be rising on this date," nor to the expert in ballistics, 
“Yorrr gnu will fire three thousand yards, not two’’, nor to the Foreign 
Office, “ft is not politically expedient to attack now." Once an 
offensive had been decided upon, the problems of how it should be fought 
rested not upon one man but fifty or more. Tlie best the general could 
do would be to see that all went forward smoothly and energetically 
until the day of the attack, and then, lilie a coach who has sent a foot- 
ball team into play, lie could do nothing more but sit hack and watch 
how his men got on. 

In actual fact neither the winter nor the summer campaign liad 
produced any vital new tactics. It was the old business of making 
wide sweep.s tbrough the desert, of getting round behind the enemy, 
of striking him at his weakest point and following up fast. Rommel 
had revealed no genius in planning or liming. Living at the front he 
had certainly been in a position to take iiuick decisions, but if there 
had been any geniirs at all on the Axis side if bad been the genius of 
the average German soldier for organization. In all its branches the 
German war luaehiue appeared to have a better and tighter control 
than our army. Many believed that this was because the Germans had 
been so long in training for this war. One of the senior British generals 
said to the war correspondents after the fall of Tobruk, “We are still 
amateurs. The Germans are professionals.” One saw this lalleut for 
organization in all directions. The Luftwaffe, for example, had a much 
closet liaison with the ground forces than we, though we made big 
iiuprovertients in this. Time and again, one would note the steady 
rhythm of a German attack-r~first the Slukas, then the artillery, then 
the infantry, then the tanks, then the Slukas following np again. Once 
the action was joined, the Germans tended to dispense with coded 
signals which wasted time at both ends. Rommel’s own voice could 
be freiiuentlv heard on the air ordeiiup' his troops to do this, that, or 
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Uiir otlier tiling. By tlie time tlie Britisb could make use of this freely 
given information lire action would be over. 

A vast tide of paper clogged the Biitisli Army. Thai ancient 
passion for puUiug tliing.s down in triplicate, that ancient saying, “l,el 
me just have a chit for tiial,” sprang largely from one thing — the deshe 
of the suhorriinalc to avoid responsibility, to avoid “getting a rocket.” 
If the Didei was down on paper their the subordinate would not gel 
the blame it unythiiig went wrong. Hours aud hours were lost cadi 
ilay by men writing thiug.s dow'u on liils of pairer because it was the 
.system Uiat they sl."nl 1 .lo so, because they would “get a rocket” if 
they failed to do so. It is, no doubt, a wise aud necessary jiart of army 
discipline that forbids a junior officer Lo approach his colonel directly — 
lie mnsi go tlii'ough the officer immediately superior to himself. But 
to many it has scemed that this system is carried Lo extremes in the 
British Army, and that the whole question of the relationship hctwecii 
officers aud men needs overhauling. 

The best discipline I saw was in the front line, where the officers and 
men lived together and ate the same food and .shared the same risks. 
The worst was far behind the front where men w'ere forbidden lo enter 
officers’ rsstaitranls and were reported by military police if they 
failed to salute an officer in the .streets. In the Red Army aud in llie 
Gerinau Army, every officer must first serve in the ranks. Their 
discipline is far less a matter of manners lliau in the Brltisli Army, Men 
and officers appear to be far more together among the Germans, to 
understand one another better and therefore like aud trust one another 
more than in the British Army, I remember a puugenl little dcsorip- 
Uori Mary Welsti wrote for the American luagaziue Time^ of Uic arrival 
of the first Ameiicau troops in trclarid. A bevy of British hra.sshals 
had come to meet them. WUeu the troops were lined up on the wharf 
the Ameiicau comiuander gave his order for them to move off. It was 
"Okay, boys, let’s go.’’ I simply cauuot envisage that order being 
given by a Biitish officer. 

It was in the control of tanks that the Germans revealed their 
greatest gifts. They' were lank techuiciaus pure and simple. They 
were the elite of the Afrika Korps, as compact, as neat aud elilicieut as 
a team of acrobats. They had been trained to the ?rth degree aud as a 
group, a group that could , be controlled very nearly as easily as one 
tank. They were self-coutaiued. Slukas, tanks, recovery vehicles, 
petrol wagons, anti-tank gunners, all went forward together and their 
senior officers were ofteji in the van. Toward the end Rommel evolved 
a number of still smaller self-contained armoured groups. There were 
uotably bis owu bodyguard aud the Mai x Grottp. They moved about 
very rapidly aud very' successfully. The co-operation lietween the 
tanks and the anti-tank gunners was their best achievement. The 
Germans no longer, used tanks lo attack equal enemy armoured iorce.s. 
I/Ct me repeat that — thev did not sttaci^ with tanks. On tke ^Inmein 



A YjiAll OF BATTLE 


379 


Line aiul otitsitle Tobnik they avoided lauk action unless they greatly 
outnumbered us. They preferred always to send out scouts by laud 
and air to plot the positions of our anti-tank guns. Then they used 
aircraft and iniantry to attack those guns. They used artillery too. 
Then when the British guns were silenced or partially silenced, and 
the landmines lilted, they used their tanks to mop up the batlleiiehl, 
and break through to the unprotected British infantry. In defence they 
used very nearly the same methods — that was how we look our vital 
losses on June 13th. Thej'had another stunt too — using the tank as a 
scare weapon. As I remember on that night when we ran into the 
graveyard at El Adein there was only a handful of German anncmieil 
cars and tanks in the German thrust. But they got through to the 
British infantry and there they made a terrific hullabaloo — shooting 
of! Very lights, firing all their guns, stirring up great columns of dust. 
They knew that the word would spread through the British lines that 
the German tanks had cnt loose and they exploited the scare for all it, 
was worth. It was effective. 

We could not hope to marshal and drive our tanks as the Germans 
did. We were simply not trained to it and thes’ had years of practice. 
It was not difficult for us to train the gunners and drivers. Theirs was 
a mechanical job, and many in the desert were eciual or superior to 
their German opposites. But it takes much longer training and a higher 
kind of brain to command a tank. The man wlio can handle large 
groups of l^nks is a much rarer bird still. Among other things he 
needs experience in actual watlare. About the lime of the fall of 
Tobruk, w'e found ourselves seriously .short of young lank officers, 
men who knew the desert, and knew their tanks through and through. 
A numher of higher officers in command of the armour were weeded 
ont there and llien on the battlefield because of blunders, but no large- 
scale changes could suddenly be made among the junior ranks. 

All these things — the system of the army, the training of the men 
or the lack of it, the type, of discipline — were fundamentals that no 
general in the field had the lime or the means seriously to alter. The 
system was in being. For better or w'otse, it had to be used as it was. 
It would not have helped the commanding general to coinplaiu that 
the army was based on the ideas of 193S, that its methods were redund- 
ant and slow, that the men were insufficiently trained and the efiuip- 
ment inferior. He had to accept the situatipu and make the best of a 
dillicult job. 

Morale was important too, but this . depended on many factors 
beyond the general’s control. The propaganda system in the Middle 
East was no better or Worse than the rest , of the army. It took its 
defeats in the same way. The Axis Army paid the closest attention to 
morale arid the control of moiale through propaganda. 'WTiere our nieU 
in the desert had not seen a newspaper , for months, let alone any other 
reading to divert and encoutage their minds, the Axis troops .were 
abundantly supplied. Every one of their camps I saw was strewn 
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with recent niagaziues ami paiiiplilels. They were filletl with good 
acliou photograplijj from all sectors of the war. The aintiail came in 
several tinies a week. There were thonsaucls of radio sets. Ahnnt 
this time there was a gill called Marlene (MVr Marlene lllelrich) who 
used to sing in a special programme for the Afiika Korps from the 
Balkans. She was a terrific hit. Not oiilj'- the German Army hnt the 
Btilish Army too used to tune in to her. She had one lilting song 
ahout how she had said good-bye to her soldier iinderueath the street 
lamp in Berlin, and how she was still waiting there. Yon would hear 
British soldiers whistling the song everj'wheie in the desert. A alight 
thing this, but enough to s'low how badly we needed a more active use 
of our own radio. The last time I went down to the New Zealanders, 
Captain Robin Bell, on -the general’s staff, said something that every 
soldier in the de.sert was thinking: "No, I don’t want cigaiettes or 
anything like that, and the food’s ail right. But for the love of heaven 
can you send me up any niagaziues and newspapers ?’’ The men W'ere 
pathetically eager lor even a moiitli-old copy of an Egyptian paper. 

Here again we were improving. The radio was pntting on special 
progranunes for the troops ; four publications — Parade ^ Crusatlcr, 
GfiH and the World's Press Review — were being specially printed for 
them in Cairo. And airgraphs and airmail letter-cards were passing 
to and from the Middle East, sometimes taking less Ihan a fortnight. 
But still it was not euougli. The tioops needed more cheering up, 
more music, more books, more radios. Their food xvas good. 

Beyoud this there was the deeper question I have written of ire- 
fore — the need, the really urgent need, to explain to the men the 
reasons why they were fighting. No German I met ever had any 
doubt oti this point. After all, Germans w^ere not cliflacult to eiithnsc, 
especially as the Nazi Party had had eight years in whicli to work on 
them. Among the British in the IMiddle East there was, in August, a 
general and growing feeling that soiuething was being lield back from 
them, that they were Ireing asked to fight for a cause which the leaders 
did not find vital enough to state clearly. It’s simply no good telling 
the average soldier that he is fighting for victory, for his country, foi 
the sake of duly. He knows all that. Aud now he was asking, “For 
what sort of victory ? For what sort of a post-war coniitry? For my 
duty to what goal in life?” 

It should have been easy to answer. If, for example, the four 
great allies, China, the U. S,. A., Britain and Russia, were to have .set 
out under the names of Chiaug Kai-shek, Roosevelt, Churchill aud 
Slaliu, a social and political programme for the world and a plan Im* 
the peace it would have made a remarkable impression on the minds 
of the men. Morale would have improved. I do not suggest that it 
was bad. Bat kt us accept that the best morale comes tlnougli 
victory or the hope of victory, ' and if we could’ not have victory at 
once it might have been worth while raising a few planned hopes. 
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111 the OcTiiiau Aniij' I saw uo signs of any breaking in morale. 
Wliy should there have been? They were wiiiuiiig. To eneourage 
them they had their loot, the sight of cominered territory, promotion, 
ileeotafioiis, all tlie apparatus of victory. They were solid — woodenly 
solid il jmu like. It must be conceded tliat their morale was higher 
than ours in the Middle Hast. 

So then in all these things, in et|uipment, training, organization and 
morale, we had to accept a disadvantage Ihrongh this year of war in 
the desert. 

1 cannot See that the weather favoured either side. Both sides had 
to endure the niidsniiinicr heat, both used the moon and the rising and 
setting sun to their advantage. The sand storms were iinpanialls' 
damiiahlc. Tlie wind blew indifferently upon Germans and British. 
Luck, of course, there was. Luck intervened a thousand limes. At 
moments it look charge of the battle. But if it were possible to assess 
the good and bad luck that fell to either side, I believe that it would be 
found that neither Germans nor British liad the advaiilage. 

Generals don’t control either weather or luck. They and their 
itieu can use weather and luck, but they can’t manufacture it. There 
was a story in T,ondon that tlie enemy did not suffer so mttch from Ihe 
lieat as we did because they had some sort of elaborate refrigeration 
.sysieiii in tlieir tanks. This was rjuite untrue. Nor was it true that 
frefiueiitly crews collapsed from the heat inside their tanks. I talked 
to a number of the troops alioul this and they were iucliued to think 
that tl'.e lank was one of the coolest vehicles in the desert. They 
pointed onL that the tank liad its visors down and Us turret closed only 
during that one per cent, of time when it was in action. For the rest 
it travelled with its visors and doors open and most of Uie crew perciied 
on the roof in the breeze. When they slopped they crawled into the 
sliade underneath and the two-iucli armour was the best protection 
agaiu.st the sun yon could get from any vehicle in the desert. 

The fui Iher you go into this huge problem, the more factors and 
influences 3^ou discover. Consider the nationaliUes of the men. The 
Axis had Germans and Ilaliaus — that was all. Just two languages 
to cope with, two teinperameuls to consider. And the Italians in all 
tilings were entirely subservient to the Germans. There might have 
been miuor irritations but the Italians acknowledged the superiority 
of the Germans and obeyed their orders. The Germans, on their side 
went out of their way to respect the feelings of the Italians. We 
captured a fascinating little document from a German soldier. It was a 
list of instructions for German troops wailing in Naples to embark for 
Libya. They were to observe the strictest decorum. They were not to 
remove their caps in the street or their tunic.s in the restaurants. They 
were not to drink too much wine because wine inflamed tlie passions, 
and the Italians were very sensitive about their women. At all limes the 
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Nazi was to bu excessively polite to Italian women— and nothin;.^ more. 
They were not to snioke in the street. 'I'hey were to ttiulcrstaiul that 
the Italians were a very different peojde to the chosen race. They 
were warned that they iiiiRlit lind thin.^s rim in a wry .sli[ishod manner 
in Italy, hnt they were to avoid all criticism or remarks ol any .soit that 
nii;,dit give offence. And so on— the sort of admonition yon mi.tiht 
give to an adnlesccnt boy on his Ih.st trip abroad, but still a mea.strre 
of the German thoroughness. 

On onr side there were at least seven diflerent natioiialitic-s fi.ghl- 
iiicc, at least five different latignagcs n.seJ. There were the men horn the 
llritishTslcSjTiuliaus.Frencli.Poles.Gieeks, Australians, Sontli Africans, 
New' Zca’andcis— to mention only the tire main groups. livery one of 
these groups bad its ow.n way of doing things, its own domesiic iiolilical 
problems, its piide — pride that corrnls for a gTcat deal in war. Of 
course Ihere were arguments and misunderstandings. I have mention- 
ed only one of these often delicate relationships — that between the 
Australians and the British. The Coinnmnder-in-Chief had to be a 
sort of Pi line Minister. He was constantly receiving telcgiams from 
Churchill in Kngl and, the Viceroy in India, Field-Marshal {imuts.in 
South Africa, Mr. Curtin in Australia, Mr. Fraser in New Zealand and 
the Polish General Sikorski in London. There were Americans in the 
Middle Hast as well and adjustments had to be made to their way of 
thinking. And Greeks and Czechs and Yugoslavs and Maltese and 
Palestinians and Cypriots. There was no ciuestion of any one of these 
people accepting- a subservient r6le as the Italians did, unless perhaps 
it was the Indian soldier, who in any case had such a Iremeudous 
reputation as a fighter that he was admired by everyone. 

Here, then, was a major problem for the Allied side, a problem 
that ranks with any other aspect of the war. All Ihe.se elements had 
to be composed and organized, the ri,ght nationality given the right job 
at the right moment, and always things had to be adjusted so that no 
one took oHence. The friendly, birt non-belligerent, Kgj'ptiaus and 
Arabs were another little problem of their own. 

Then again a tnajor point of local strategy: always Syria and 
Palestine had to be guarded. There was no moment when Aucbinleclc 
could say (as Rommel could), “Now we will throw all we have got in- 
to the Western Desert.” What about the landing-fields the Axis was 
preparing in the Greek islands ? What about the training of parachutists 
on Crete ? What about the massing of caigues and invasion boats in the 
Dodecanese Islands? Was the enemy going to strike now at Cyprus 
and Syria ? Was he going to make a parachute landing on Palestine 
and the Canal ? These were the questions that went before Anchinleck 
every day. He had to fight constantly looking over his shoulder. If a 
successful enemy landing was made in Syria and the Germans spread 
east then the whole defence of the desert went for nothing, tlie Middle 
Fast was lost, the oil wells were none. At the height of the crisis, 
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Auchiiilei'k kail to take the supreme lisk of ilemiclins rah-'slme uf its 
best Iroiips. I'liere was a lime (Utriiig July ami early Auipist when 
the Axis might well liave made siiccesstnl laiulings in Syiia and 
Cyinus. But the Axis had sent all it could spaie fiom Ihe Hirssian 
Irout to the desert. They tried to scare tlie British in July by brnad- 
casting from Berlin : “Yes, we know the British liave removed the 
Ninth Army from Syria. Syria is defenceless.” 

Note the parachutists were not ti.sed at any time through tiie.se 
campaigns except in a limited way by the British. One night, a British 
commando raid hehind the enemy lines jnst missed getting Rommel 
iiimself. Throughout our Long Range Desert Group wa.s doing 
wonderful work,, travelling hy truck hundreds of milts Ijcliind the 
ciiem\ and striking suddenly in tile night atairrields, roads, ilumpsand 
camps. The Long Range Desert Group is au epic tale to itself. But it 
was limited. 

Another thing that had a considerable influence on what you might 
call the “tone” ot the fighting was the German attitude toward British 
prisoners. Those British who escaped — and there were dozens every 
other (lay — all brought back the same story: “The Germans behaved 
extraordinarily well. They gave ns food and water at once. Tliere was 
no third degree — nothing like that at all. They behaved far better than 
the Italians.” One reported that his camera had been taken away from 
iiim by a German soldier and an officer had come along and ordered 
the camera to be given back. Another said that he had been given 
filiy cigateltcs and a glass of beet. A third added that he had Imd a 
long and friendly talk with some Nazis who spoke English and said 
that tliey thought the British and the Genuaus siiould have been on 
the same side. A British general was captured and he stripped off liis 
badges before the Germans arrived, so that be would pas.s unnoticed 
and have a helter chance of escaping. When a Nazi officer came along 
the line of prisoners he slopped at the British general and .said, “You’re 
a bit too old to be in the desert, aren’t you?” “I certainly am,” the 
general agreed warmly, 'I'hat night he got away. The wounded also 
reported that the German hospitals' were a miracle of efliciency. Tliej' 
had remarkable slocks of drugs. British wounded were given exactly 
the same treatiueut as the Germans. It was not long before one was 
hearing liere and there in the British lines, “Well, you must admit they 
treat the prisoners all right. They were damn nice to me.” 

Nice and cunning. It was certainly a subtle method of warfare. 
Presumably, tlie underlying idea was “Treat the prisoners well, let a 
few escape, and the word will soon get round among the enemy that it 
isn’t such a bad thing after all to be taken prisoner. , Let them think 
you are friendly, once they have been caught. Then some of tliem may 
desert. Others won’t fight so hard,” 

.The Russians, were carrying the idea a step further., They were 
droppiiu’- pamphlets over the German lines saying, “Try to desert 
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from Ulc GoTiuans. Present ihis pampLilel to any Russian soldier and 
you will be }>uarautoeLl good treatuieut.” 

It may have been tliat there was soniethiiig else in the (ieniians’ 
“ Ce nice to prisoners" scheme. Tt meant that tlieir own people who 
were catitured could expect teciprocal treatuieut from the Brilish. 
(They wei e geUing it anyhow .) It seemed to me that all through this 
ileserl fighting the German attitude was, “This is a clean, ck-ar-rut 
sort of war ... a slraiglit-out fight in the empty desert where there are 
no civilians and no political considerations. It’s a soldier’s battle. 
We’re soldiers playing the exciting military game of war for the h'uhrer. 
It’s a game really. Soldiering is what we are born for and this isn't 
like Europe wliich is perverted witli its Jews, and capitalists aud 
Ik.Isheviks. I'lerewe can really play the game according to the rtrles 
and die gloriously on the clean balllefield lor the Fiihrer.’’ 

That, anywaj’, may have often been in the mind of the young 
idealistic Nazi officer so long as he was winning. Tliat is what iu his 
better luonients he would like to think. Aud so he welcomed the "Be 
nice to the prisoners’’ campaigu. He was playing cricket in a big way. 

Back in Cairo I met a young Bnlgar who was the correspondent 
of the Daily Express iu Sofia. He had escaped through Turkey. The 
Gestapo had taken off his shoes and socks and sat him on an electric 
chair. A band was clipped round bis calf aud it was attached to a rod 
that extended around below his bare feet. When the machine was set 
in motion it burnt his calf aud beat against the soles of Iiis feet. It 
wasn’t loo bad, he said. He had had only two sessions of Ibi.s before 
thci' put him into a coiicenlratiou caiuii. He was only limping slightly 
now after four months’ treatment and the doctors said he would be all 
light again. The Bulgarian socialist leaders had not been so lorlnnate. 
The Gestapo had used a new treatment lor them. They had soaked 
squares of flannel with petrol, ignited them and then drawn them 
slowly back and forth over the private parts. This was especially bad, 
the 5mung Bulgar said, becatise the men did not die at once. 

Nor was there much cricket being played iu Poland, where the 
worst massacre of modern times was going on. Nor in Russia. Nor in 
the rest of occupied Europe. Just here iu the desert apparently one 
could have ideals, because they really served quite as well as torture 
and murder aud starvation. , 

If really bad luck had impeded the British, it was as much among 
the dead a.s among the captured. There seemed to be a curse on the 
lives of British general sin the Middle East. At a most critical moment 
the Generals Gott, Briggs and Imiusd.en Were talking together at the 
front one day when a Stuka charged them. Briggs and Ennisden were 
hit and put out of the battle. An aide-de-camp was killed. Only Gott, 
the mail with' the charmed lifp, escaped. Gatehouse took command of 
the armour. He was putting some of his own fire into it wheii he, too, was 
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bit aud taken back to Cairo. Freyberg was the next casualty — 
lfre3drerg who had stood unmoved thrortgh impossible risks in this war 
and sirrvivcd the last with Heaven knew how many wonnds. The 
enemy got him at last at Mersa Matrnh. The old lion continued direct- 
ing the battle until nightfall and then, so seriously hurt that they had 
to hold him down, they motored him straight through the enemy lines 
and got him to hospital. 

Added to all these were the generals who had been removed be- 
cause of errors aud bad judgment, and the Eighth Army, j’-ou will see, 
was in a bad wai' over its commanders. It seemed they either died, 
were wounded, captured, or made mistakes. Only Gott remained of 
the original men, and he stood out like a giant in this bitter, thank- 
les.s lighting, the one great name left on the British side, the one man 
who had survived death, capture, or major error. But Gott could not 
he everywhere. At a whole series of tense moments the British were 
without competent leaders. An attempt was made to fly General 
Morshead into Tobruk at the last moment, but he was too late. He 
had been the original holder of the garrison during its great days and 
it is just possible that given a little time he might have got things in 
better order. Other competent commanders, like de Villiers, the 
South African, were also absent from the front at crucial moments. 

It was unfortunate, too, that Anchiuleck should have chosen this 
moment to institute a scheme behind the lines which might have been 
an excellent one at another time. He began moving G. H. Q, out of 
the fleshpots of Cairo to a spot nearby in the desert. He wanted to 
get everyone under canvas, the way AUenby had done in the last war, 
so that the staff men should be less distracted by the baubles of Cairo, 
aud able to devote more time to their jobs. He wanted to remove the 
criticism that the men at the base were living in ease while others fotrght 
their battles for them at the front. Aiicbinleck was the first to go out. 
He shut up his town house and moved into a tent. With ironic but 
good-humoured malice the array immediately dubbed the new G.H.Q. 
"The Short Range Desert Group.” It wasn’t a bad idea this move to 
the desert. The trouble was that,' coming in the middle of a crisis, it 
badly disrupted things. At a lime when things should have been going 
with special sinootlmess at G. H. Q. there was commotion and delay 
aud much grumbling from the staff men who thought the idea crazy 
anyway. 

Then there was this final point which is so obvious that it has 
been forgotten. This was Roinmers offensive, not ours. Presumably 
when you make an offensive you hope to get through whli it; you hope 
to gain territciry. If you dou’t, then it is a worse failure, as a rule, 
than if you never tried at all and merely stood your ground and gave 
way a bit. Rommel had planned this offensive as far back as nine 
months before and failed. Tobruk, too, had never before been sub- 
mitted to an organized, full-scale attack since we held it. It is possible 
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that it might have fallen hail Rommel been allowed to attack it as he 
planned to do when we struck him first in November 1941. 

These then were the conclusions I reached when 1 tried to 
make a sn mining np at the beginning of August in Cairo. The list is 
not exclusive and many of the men who fought in the campaign will 
disagree with them. But to me they were a full enough explanation. 
Theji dispelled in my mind any question of there being a mysterj' over 
tlie fall of Tobruk and our collapse into Egypt. There was no mystery. 
Everything moved forward step by step, logically and precisely as it 
was destined to do. 

It did not seem to me that our defeat was due to any one cause, 
such as equipment or tactics, but to a whole variety of causes. A series 
of events and influences had come into play, and the result could not 
have been otherwise than it was. Above all, the result was not dire to 
any one man or to any small group of men. Oue could not blame the 
British generals any more than one could say, "Rommel has defeated 
the British." These names of generals were merely convenient tags 
b 3 ' which the campaigns could he identified and personified. They 
satisfied the public desire for hero-worship, especially the German 
desire for hero-worship. The Italians, too, had always been a nation 
of brilliant individuals and they loved this adulation of generals. 
Auchinleck had not created the tactics, the equipment and the spirit of 
the British Army auy more than Rommel had fashioned the Axis 
Army. Auchiuleck had lost and Rommel had won for complicated 
reasons far beyond the control of the two men. 

This is not to say that the German generals were inferior to the 
British generals. T,hey were superior. They made fewer mistakes aud 
did the right thing more often than the British generals. Rommel was 
an abler general than any on the British side and for this one reason — 
because the German Army was an abler army than the British Artny. 
Rommel was merely the expression of that abler German Army. 

Just as the German Army had produced through long training and 
a passion for war an abler junior officer and better organization aud 
weapons to fight with, so at the top it had produced an abler general. It 
was simply a great pyramid in which every stone had to fit into place 
aud at its apex the rightly shaped stone was set in position. This 
topmost stone was the one most people looked at because it stood 
alone at the top and first arrested the eye. But it was no more 
important than any other stone. Without those stones at the base the 
whole pyramid could not have existed, Each stone, whether it was at 
the base or in tlie middle or at the top, had to perform its function, and 
no function was mote important than another. It was the solid 
collective mass that counted. 

The general, then, was simply the index of his army, the stone 
that was set at the top to complete the pattern. Just as the German 
Army got the general it deserved, so the British Army got the general it 
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deserved. Both Rommel and Atichiiileck and all tlic other commanders 
were otit.standing men. They stood biglier in their own pyramids than 
any others because they were shaped for the high positions. But even 
if they had been made of better material than those at the bottom, it 
worrld still not h.ave preserved or strengthened tlie strnctnres greatls” 
a pyramid weathers at its base as well as at the top. 

My last concinsiou then was this: soldier and general were inter- 
dependent, The army and the general were one. 

I see no reason for pessimism in this thesis which seeks to prove 
that not only the generals but the Britisli Army, as a whole, rvas at 
that time inferior to the German ArmJ^ In every department, I saw 
we were making Inige improvements. lyookiiig back to 1940 : I found 
it hard to believe the changes that had taken place with ns, hard 
to realize that that little tinpot force of a couple of divisions had grown 
into the army that now sprawled across an area several times the size 
of Europe. In every separate department there had been a steady 
improvement and the rale of improvement was accelerating. There had 
been no such improvement on the German side. Slowly, and with many 
pains and disasters, we were overhauling the lead the Axis had held 
over us from the beginning of the war. This became blindingly apparent 
in this last sumnier’s campaign. The Axis then produced no new piece 
of ecjuipnieut whatever; they simply had overwhelming quantities of 
the same good material and much training. On our side we had the 
new Grant tank and there were even better tanks arriving; we had the 
new six-ponnder gun and hundreds of them were beginning to flood 
into the Middle-East. The new Spitfires were starling to come in at 
last. The Americans, headed by their air force, were taking their 
positions in the desert, 

If we had not had these improvements in the summer, we would 
have been wiped out of the desert in a quarter of the time. If we had 
even gone into the campmgn with the previous winter’s army, the 
Germans assuredly would have been in the Nile Delta by thi.s. 

One other thing — out of the mistakes and the failures there was 
good metal coming- to the top. With every campaign a larger and 
larger group of experienced men was emerging. Our pjTamid had 
been mis-shapen and badly built before. Now some of the misfits had 
been removed. Little by little the pyramid was being groomed and 
adjusted. Inevitably it was going to be a better pyramid in the end 
than the German one and at its top it was going to have a better 
general than Ronuiiel, 

When I got back to Cairo the best energy and brains antong the 
Allies was being put into the job of reorganization. We had had a bad 
shock. The old business of holding the Middle East ou a shoe-string 
was going to cease. There was going to be no more bluffing, So 
Churchill flew in from London one morning to hold his conference in 
Cairo. He had with him Averill Harriman, the American Lease-Lend 
administrator ; General Sir Alan Brooke, Chief of Imperial'Staff;' General 



Al'RICAN IKILUGY 


oU.'i 

Sii Ronald Adam, llie Adjxilaiit-Gcneral ; and one or Iwo ollieis. Waved 
caiiif across Iroiu India. Smuts flew in from South Africa. All the 
generals, the senior Admirals and air Marshals ol the Middle Kastwcre 
<;athered. It was a nioinentous com'ere/ice, one that was goiiiK to change 
the course of the war. It meant that at least we acknowledged that we 
had a second trout right here in the Middle Hast, a place where we were 
immediatelj' in contact with the enemy and able to buttress Russia’s 
left flank. 

There was the usual purge of generals — Alexander, a dynamic 
little man who had done well at Dunkirk and as well as possible at the 
(all of Burma, took the place of Aucliinleck. General Maitland Wilson 
was given a separate command in S5'ria and Palestine. More important 
still, a new and strange leader was given command in the desert — 
Geneial Monlgoinery. Several other generals were replaced and 
reshuflled. This much was announced. But the changes went much 
further. At this conference a new army of the Middle Hast was given 
birth, an arms' that for the first time was going to include Americans 
as well as British. A tide of reinforcement such as the Middle Hast 
had never known before was going to come in, and from it a better 
arms' w'as going to be built. 

An era of lire war was over, a bad era, but one from which good 
was going to come. 

I went down to Palestine to fetch l/ucy and the babs'. Thes’ had 
been stas'ing at a little German Jewish pension l)y the sea al Nahars’a 
in northern Palestine, close to the Syrian border. For the last time 
I took the Haifa train. I fell very tired. It had gone on so long, this 
war in the desert. Was there ever going to be an end to it ? For more 
than two shears now I had been going down to Solium and Tobruk, to 
Sidi Barrani and Benghazi. I felt as though I knew every grain of 
sand, had seen every possible manoeuvre, experienced all the moods 
of this monotonous yet not monotonous war. In these, two s’ears so 
many Iritimphs and bitter disappointments had followed one another, so 
many friends had come and gone away or been captured or killed. I had 
seen so many commanders go out there with high-hopes and now only 
Colt was left. lie was the only one who had stood the racket from start 
to finish. 

Suddenly, and quite surely, I felt I could not report the desert 
any more. I had to get away. I could, of course, go on, but it would 
become a mechanical thing without much meaning for me. I had been 
too close to it for too long. Clifford, too, who had been there from the 
beginning, was feeling the same way. We wanted now to see the war 
from some other point of view than the desert — even a break for just a 
few mouths would be enough. 

, I found lyircy and the baby having a wonderful time by the sea. 
They were in a place of bright, sunny gardens, fresh fruit and good 
wines, of sparkling new cottages and trees and flowers. I had a really 
big fresh egg for breakfast, sittin*' in the siin on the terrace. A-fter- 
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wards we bathed the babj' in the waves. It made me more determiued 
than over to get away — a long w'ay from the desert. 

Here in the sunshine a little group of Jews flung out by Germany 
were rebuilding their lives under the lee of the war. They had worked 
hard. They had turned this barren coast into a lovelj" place full of good 
food and good living. Tliere was only the Alainein Tine now between 
them and Hitler, but they did not seem to be afraid. Tliey knew 
there was no longer any place thes’- could flee to. This, whatever 
happened, was their journey’s end. Their children were growing up 
liere into a new life, a better life than lhe3’^ could ever have had iii 
Germany. At night, looking through their lighted doorwa>'s, j’ou 
could see the families sitting together. Someone would be playing 
music in the garden. 

Perhaps it was for this that in the last analysis we were fighting 
the war. A cottage, a piece of farmland, the right to work in oue’s 
home securely and enjoy it. 

As sooji as we got back to Cairo I cabled Arthur Christiansen. 
He saw my point generously. Where did I want to go ? I siigge.sled 
America, and after that anywhere they liked — Hngland, Russia, the 
P'ar IJast, back to the Middle East. It was agreed. Clifford had 
decided to make use of his leave by going direct to London. 

We made one last lour round the familiar places in Cairo — 
G.H.Q., Sheplieard’s Hotel, The Turf Club, Gezira, the censorship 
office. At G. H. Q. we spent half au hour with Wavell. Three years 
of war had made uo difference to him. Nothing, I suppose, will ever 
shake or change that man. 

It was from him that we heard a shocking piece of news, news 
that somehow more than any other single thing made me feel in a 
moment that an era in the desert was done and that it was time I 
went away. Golt was dead. They had killed him in the air. He 
had talked that morning with Churchill aud the others in the desert. 
Churchill had offered him the greatest opportunity any general in the 
British Army could hope for — commaud of the Eighth Array — aud 
Gott had accepted. Then after some months of daily danger and 
unending work he had stepped into a Bombay aircraft to flj=' back to 
Cairo for a few days’ leave. The enemy had been stopped ; be was 
due for a holiday. Two Messerschmitts returning from a raid saw 
the slow and cumbersome troop-carrier. The British pilot almost 
got the Bombay down. As the wheels touched, the Germaus fired 
iuceudiaries aud the machine caught fire. Gott was dead when they 
got him out. His body rested on his chosen battlefield, the sand. 
He was the last of the old desert rats to go. He was a great man for 
England. 
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T'HIS was one of the last kixttry liners iu the world. There w'oiild 
never again be a ship like Zo/a. The Company built her in the 
last year before the war when there was still the hope of peace and the 
habit of extravagance; and men still believed in a world of luxury and 
profits because they could not get themselves to face the dreadful 
prospect of war. 

As the last declining months of peace ran out, they streamlined 
Zola’s hull and built a row of luxury shops along the promenade deck. 
They lined her staterooms with padded silk and placed a flood-lit 
statue at the end of the great dining-saloon, where you might sit over 
your huHrcs marennes and lie.biraiiewnilch and watch the sea go past 
at forty miles an hour through huge plate-glass windows. And in the 
hot afternoon you could go through the air-conditioned corridors to 
play tennis on the upper decks or swim in a marble pool where the 
artificial waves were kept at just the tight temperature. 

On Zola you could have a mint julep or an electric massage, a 
love affair or a game of baccarat, a major operation or a Brahms recital. 
There was hardly an artificial pleasure on earth that you could not 
have had. She was built to carry only a few hundred passengers, with 
a huge crew to look after them. Of these passengers just one hundred 
and fifty were first-class, and to them was given two-thirds of the 
ship — they would pay for the tennis-courts and the Burgundy, so let 
them have everything they wanted. Zola^ you see, was built to carry 
millionaires from America to Europe, and she was designed to make 
that journey across the Atlantic in just a few days. The beef baron 
could step aboard with his over-jewelled wile and she need never look 
at the sea or hardly feel its existence until she began arguing with the 
customs iu France. Then Paris ; and with Paris the dress shows, the 
Champs Elysdes, the racipg at Auteuil, the Bal Tabarin. 

Zola^ a miracle of white paint and chromium and soundless, vibra- 
tionless engines, was ready to put. to sea just about the time Hitler was 
ready. She was one of the last Itixury liners in the world. 

This was the ship that arrived off Suez at the end' of, the third 
year of war. The unbearable heat of the Red Sea in Augmst sweated, 
out of her drab grey plates. Not hundreds of passengers but thouadnds 
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tumbled dowu her gaugways on to the lighters, and they were 5’oung 
Atnericau troops wearing steel helmets and carrying packs. The ship 
they left behind was as gloomy as a gaol, as comfortless and unlovely 
as only an army barracks can be. The padded silk, of course, was 
gone from the walls, but that was only the beginning. In the ballroom 
crude wooden hunks were piled tier on tier, leaving only two feel six 
inches between each sleeping mau aud liis fellow-passenger above. The 
swimming-pool was full of potatoes, the shops were cabins, six, ten 
and twelve men to a cabin. The statue was boarded over, and in the 
first-class dining-saloon, where neither oysters nor (Terinan wine were 
ever served, you conki see uotliing outside, for every window was 
boarded over with jet-black three-pl5' wood. The open decks and the 
tennis-court where the nieu had slept iu thousands through the Red 
Sea were filthy with dust and discarded papers and orange peel. Zola 
was long overdue for fumigation, and she was lousy — lousy with 
vermin. 

Because His Majesty’s troopship Zola appeared so drab and dirty 
witlt her one lofty funnel you would never have guessed as you looked 
at her from the docks of Sue^ that she and her fellows were a major 
factor iu the war. 

Dirty, lousy, hot and overworked, she had arrived on this swelter- 
ing August day to land Americans in Egypt aud take on board hund- 
reds of Germans who had been captured in the Western Desert. 

These Germans marched through the squalid dockside streets of 
Suez with great sureuess aud confidence. They were short and leati 
little men, aud many of them carried under their arms a roll of bedding 
or an unpaiuted box containing perhaps an extra shirt and a few 
personal things they had managed to salvage in the battle. They were 
still dusty with desert saud, and tlieir thin green-grey gabardine 
uniforms and cloth caps were soiled aud worn. They whistled as they 
marched, As they crammed into the lighters that took them out to the 
troopship they sang, "We March Against England To-day.” Twenty or 
thirty officers, including a U-boat lieutenant, were in a little group by 
themselves. They smoked and contemptuously did what they were told. 
German privates followed behind carrying the officers’ luggage. There 
was no atmosphere of defeat here, no depression, no apprehension. 
They were Aryan Germans walking through a rabble of Arabs and 
Jews and black men, and they wore their medals on their tunics to show 
that they had fought with Rommel and the Afrika Korps. Lately they 
had won a great victory in the desert, and eveii now Marshal Rommel 
stood at the gates of Alexandria. It appeared almost certain that within 
a few weeks he would be in Cairo and Alexandria. No, they bad noth- 
ing to be ashamed of, these Geruians, and now they were leaving their 
comrades to' carry on the conquests they had so magnificently begun. 

I stood at the rail of Zola watching the German.? come aboard from 
' the lighters, and the third mate spat into the oily sea. ‘‘More trouble," 
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he said. “I expect we’ll be having more trouble with these bastards.” 

He bad indeed good reason to dislike German prisoners. A 
remarkable thing had happened aboard this ship on her last trip. 
In the same way she had arrived at Suez and taken on board a batch of 
Germans, including General Ravenstein, who had ranked second to 
Rommel until he was captured outside Tobruk. The German troops 
had been drafted into quarters between decks at the forward end of the 
ship and their officers segregated on the boat-deck aft. The officer 
in charge of the British escort had failed to take proper security 
measures. There were the Gcruiaus under lock and key, he argued, 
what could they do at sea ? That British officer did not know General 
Ravenstein. 

The third day out from Suez a guard who spoke German heard 
one of the prisoners say quietly, “it won’t be long now.” The guard 
promptly reported to the orderly-room what he had heard. He had 
the impression the prisoners were plotting something, he said. 

The soldier was waved aside with a reprimand by the British 
officer. He was told not to bring fanciful stories to his superiors and 
to get on with his job. A Czech doctor who was a member of the 
ship’s crew heard the incident in the orderl 3 ''-rooni and he was by no 
means convinced that everything was well. His Czech instincts told 
him there was likely to he danger wherever yon have Germans. 
He had seen the slovenly arrangements made for the guarding of the 
prisoners. The doctor went to the captain with the story. 

Wars make no difference to the status of captains. The captain 
is undisputed master of his ship whether he carries a president or a field- 
marshal or merely an army officer in command of German prisoners. 
This captain, being a sbrewd and dynamic little Scot, sacked the 
British Army officer on the spot and ordered an immediate search 
of the ship. Within the hour — the eleventh hour — an extraordinary 
plot was uncovered. 

British Tommies going through the prisoners’ quarters found 
broken chair-legs secreted in the stanchions. A score of pepper-pots, 
each one capable of temporarily blinding a man, were dug out of the 
Germans’ bedding. Some had razor-blades bedded in potatoes. Otbps 
had filed! table-knives to a point or somehow managed to hide rifle 
bayonets down their trouser-legs. There were roughly drawn sketch- 
maps showing a plan of the ship’s interibr. Other charts showed the 
position of the ship off Africa. The Germans had divided themselves 
into assault parties, each party under the command of an N. C. 0. 

All this had been organized by Ravenstein from the, upper deck. 
Under Ravenstein’s instructions a German doctor in the officers’ 
quarters had asked permission to attend the German sick and this had 
been granted. In this way liaison was made between the officers and 
the troops below decks. To his first patients the doctor said, “Go 
back and tell, as many of your comrades as you can to report to me 
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with colds and stomach trotible.” To each of these faked patients 
the doctor passed oti orders, “You will assault this companion-way . . . 
you will stand here and cause a diversion . . .you will lead the l)roak- 
through to the upper decks.” 

Meanwhile a U-boat officer among the prisoners noted from the 
speed of the ship and the position of the sun that she was proceeding 
down the Red Sea and would be off Cape Gnardafui on the third night 
out. He drew up charts accordingly, and the early hours of the fourth 
morningwere selected as the time the mutiny should begin. Ravenstcin’s 
plan was very simple. Shortly after midnight a small parlj’ of the 
troops should cause a disturbance along the passages leading to the 
inferior of the ship. The main body of the Germans would then lusli 
and overwhelm the two British soldiers who guarded the two doors 
leading on to the open decks in the bows. Once outside it would be 
no difficult matter for the Germans to swarm up over three decks to 
the bridge and deal with the British officers on duty there. Arras 
would be found in the bridge. 

Then the German N. C. O.s were ordered to tun across the tennis- 
court on the boat-deck and release Raveustein and bis fellow-officers. 
Wdiile the remainder of the British escort aud the crew were being 
subdued, the U-boat officer would take control of the •vessel and steer 
her into port in the Vichy-controlled island of Madagascar, which lay a 
few days' steaming to the south. This was the mutiny which was 
discovered and put down just two hours before it was to lake place on 
Zola's previous voyage,, This was what made the third mate spit over 
the side and say bitterly, “I expect there will be more trouble.” 

But there was no trouble. lu the pitiless Red Sea summer glare 
the prisoners were slowed awaj'. A couple of hundred South African 
soldiers and women volunteers who were going on leave came aboard. 
My wife, uryself and our baby found a fairly comforiable cabin on the 
Tipper decks. We shouldered our canvas life-jackets, which we were to 
have by us day aud night for the next six weeks. We gathered in the 
loTTuge to hear a lecture on the dangers of smoking on deck at night, of 
leaving lighted portholes open, of being off oirr guard with the prisoners, 
of not having a convenient water-bottle in case we were shipwrecked, 
and of all the other menaces which follow the sailor through the 
war-time sea. 

Bui it was the heat that governed all our actions, the damp, exhaust- 
ing Red Sea heat that throws up red spots in fropt of your eyes in the 
daytime and leaves yon tossing all night iu the sweaty damp sheets of 
your bunk. Sixty Germans between decks collapsed with heat-stroke, 
and as their unconscious bodies were dragged out to the open decks 
they left behind, them on the planks a thin trickle of sweat until they 
could sweat no more. After that the Czech doctor had to allow the 
prisoners on deck at night, a highly dangerous move in normal times 
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bill al Ibis iiiomenl reasonably secure since the men simply lay about 
"asping- and sucking at the dead air like lisli that have just been 
brought ashore from the sea. 

Ill the Indian Ocean the weather freshened. Across the Equator 
it was almost cold. Each day while the great ship rolled steeply on 
her beam ends the people o£ this little moving island grew together, 
and in their isolation the Germans and the South Africans and the crew 
came to know one another. Each morning, it seemed, one left behind 
a little more of the past and the habits of the laud fell away. One did 
nol even look forward very far into the future. It was sufficient to 
fulfil the same daily routine and let one's mind rest in a sort of suspen- 
sion from the woi Id. The ship would take one back quickly enough. 
You could feel it all uiglit and all day tugging forward tlirough this 
immensity of space, and since there was nothing one could do to hasten 
it or retard it or alter its direction, the natural instinct was to lie back 
passively and let the sea and the clouds go by. 

We saw no other ship, no sign of land. As we crept down into 
the southern ocean a young albatross swung back and forth over our 
wake as though it were suspended from a pendulum. Sometimes I 
would hold my sou Jolin up to watch the Qyiug-fish spring in shoals 
from the crest of a wave. There was no other sign of life, and nothing 
anywhere to suggest that to-morrow would be any different from to-day 
<jr ye.sterday. We did not tliink of being torpedoed; we did nol imagine 
we would be liombed. We seemed to be remote not only from the war 
but from the peace-time world as well. Neither money nor position 
nor ambition nor talent could affect one’s condition eillier way in this 
nairow space; and every day that went by our world grew narrower 
and more remote. 

I imagine that a prisoner in a cell will come to feel like this, and 
with that idea in mind I began to watch the prisoners on board this 
ship. Almost imperceptibly they were changing. There was nothing 
much al first you could point to with certainty, but the general atmos- 
phere of hostility was gone. Instead of bothering to look contemptuous 
the officers used their hours on deck to run and .walk ' about. Once I 
found lliem playing hide-and-seek with John, and they seemed to be 
enjoying it just as much as he w^s. 

The truth was that many on that ship were very tired, A great 
number had been for a year or even two years in the desert. It had 
been fighting without decision and without relief. It began to appear 
that if would go on for ever, and tlmt when the armistice came it would 
still find the Eighth Army and the Afrika Korps swasung back and 
forth over that dreai'y worn-out waste. In the minds of the prisoners 
and their gaolers there was no , romance and little excitement left in 
the desert. Mersa Matrub, Alamein, Spllum, Gapiizzo, BarcHa, Tobruk, 
Derna, Barce and Benghazi — we knew these places' for what they w6te, 
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broken, wretclied, shell-lioleA villages surrounded bj' deep cluigiug 
dust aud a stale atmosphere eoiupomided of heat, flies, petrol fumes 
and boredom. 

Just for a momeul iu the past luontli there had been wild hope in 
the Afrika Korps that they would break through to the green Nile, 
aud there had been a proportionate despair on the British side. Tlie 
fall of Tobruk had been a disaster for the British aud a major triumph 
for the Germans. But now ail that was finished, as all the other great 
desert moves had finished. We had Tnrowu back the exhausted 
Geriuans from Alaniein at the last momeut. Giving iu the Alamein 
Bine that August, I had felt again the lift and excitement of the first 
clays of the desert war. The Germans came on again and again aud 
we always held them, and thrust forward on our owu account. But 
gradually that movement levelled down into a tedious war of position. 
It had been an overwhelming relief to leave it, to come dowu to the 
sea and get away iu this ship. 

More and more one felt “All that is over and finished with. We 
call start a new life now — somewhere there are trees and mountains and 
rivers." You could see that look forming in the faces of the Gerniams. 
They began to relax. They began to throw off the stiff military system 
that had hemmed in their lives .since the day Hitler had marchecl into 
Poland. They began to think, and they began the process of becoming 
normal human beings again, 

■ This change had not yet gone far when we reached Durban. It 
was winter at Durban aud a cold soft rain blew across the Bluff, the 
green headland that blankets the port. As we tied up alongside, a 
company of troops in battle-dress began to form up ou the docks. 
These were the I?oles who by some freak of the war had been landed 
in South Africa on their way from Russia to Ruglaiid. Now they were 
coming aboard to take over the escort duty from the South Africans 
who were going ashore on their leave. 

Somewhere iu the change-over the trouble occurred. There was 
a hubbub iu the middle of the night and much rtinniug along the decks 
and shouting, A porthole on R deck had been prised open aud 
seventeen of the prisoners had slipped over the side into the sea. The 
hue and cry went on all night aud all the next day. Under the ship’s 
flood-lights some of the Germans had been picked up with boat-hooks 
from the water. , Others had drowned uear the harbour bar or been 
taken by sharks. Others had got ashore on to the green headland 
which at that lime was said to be swarming with black mamba .snakes. 
In the end all were accounted for except six, aud wa sailed without 
llieui. 

We turned now toward the west around the Cape of Good Hope 
and into that interminable expanse of the South Atlantic. All the land 
in the world could be lost in this one ocean, where nothing lies in a 
straight line between the North aud the South Poles. We drove on. 
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das'' after das', and for many Intndreds of miles there was no laiid in 
any direction. An island was a tiny unseen speck to Uie west. 

No Il-boat had lately been heard of in these latitudes, hut still we 
zigzagged back and forth and sent out a jagged wake behind. i\ncl still 
each morning at ten the .ship’s siren blew and w'e w'ent through our 
lifeboat drill. 

Each night the Poles would form up in line on the port deck and 
with their faces turned toward the sunset they sang their ancient 
national liyniii. It was a lament that might h.ave Louclicd yonr heart 
anywhere. But here in this wilderness, snug by the.se homeless men, 
mere boys some of them, and without accompaniiueiit except the sound 
of the waves against the ship, it had a quality of nostalgia and pathos 
that left 3-ou embarrassed and afraid. Blach man had lost his fainilj' 
years ago iu Poland, and now, dressed in foreign uniforms on a foreign 
ship, they were divided from their homes not only by Ibe Germans, 
but by many thousands of miles of sea and laud, and their cause looked 
more hopeless than ever. 

The Poles were tough but very correct with the Germans. Put a 
young lad on sentry duty and he would never budge until he was 
relieved. The Germans were not allowed to smoke between decks, and 
one day a Bavarian N. C. 0 . began taunting a Polish .sentry by putting 
a cigarette in liis mouth and pretentling to light it. The Pole told him 
to stop. The Oenuau persisted and linally struck a match. In a 
second the Pole had his gun in the German's back and was marching 
him 111) Iw fhe orderly-room. There was no more fooling with the Poles 
after that. 

With the handful of British guards on board it was different. The 
Briti.sh despite everything were very easy going, and the Germans 
seemed to feel more at ease with them. One of the prisoners who had 
been recaptured at Durban was isolated in a cell as punishment, and 
he was known as a tough character. There was some surprise therefore 
one day, when he reported to the orderly-room that the British sergeant 
in charge of him had gone off, leaving a rifle and forty rounds of 
atmnttnilioii itr the cell. 

The Poles never relaxed on duly for an instant. Off duty they 
never walked about the ship. They simply lay on the deck and 
slept and ate or played cards quietly, and some times they would gather 
round a man who had a concertina.. None ol them spoke anything but 
Polish. They were a strange and secluded group aboard the ship, and 
although we all had great goodwill for them there was no real point of 
contact. It was jitst in the evening .when thishs^mn was sung that one 
.suddenly had a vision of the unconquerable pride that kept these mep 
together. $ome of the older men had tears in their eyes as they .sang, 
and if you will concede that these were the tears of men who had noth- 
ing to lose except their spirit, you will understand their religious 
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desire to kill Gennatis. I have seen Poles killing Germans, and they do 
it with the same passionless coldness with which a surgeon cuts ont an 
nicer. There is some motive w'hich is be 5 ’oiul hate or revenge. It is 
a direct physical reaction, something that has made the Germans more 
brutal in Poland than anywhere else. In the end it is probably the 
primitive desire for survival. 

Soon we were in the Gnlf Stream. It was wanner, and clninps of 
gulf weed, like great bunches of bright yellow grapes, floated con- 
stantly by. Points of white phosphorus flashed away from the ship’s 
sides like sparks from an anvil. Wc went into port to oil. Hills and 
islands sparkled in vivid sunshine on this morning, a breath-taking 
pleasure after so many weeks in mid-ocean. Etrom the heights to the 
pavements in the town below the port glowed with light and fresh 
colour. We were not allowed ashore. While motor launches plied 
round and round the ship on the watch lor Germans trying to escape 
overboard, we sat there all day gazing at the lovely scene. 

And now at last I began to break off the remaining links that 
held me to the Mediterranean and the war in the Middle East. This 
was the New World, Eor nearly three years I had lived in uniform, 
and that alone is enough to bind you into Army habits so that yon do 
uot think very much outside the Army, and even the method of your 
thinking becomes conditioned by the routine. For most people the 
Army is a physically better life than the life of civilian peace, but you 
lose your mental independence. All of us who had been in the 
Middle East since the beginning had increasingly felt that our lives 
were becoming narrower and narrower. We saw the war only from 
the point of view of Egypt and the desert. We felt we were missing 
the main thing. For years I had been writing dispatches, articles and 
books for people 1 had never seen and whose reactions were almost 
unknown to me. England was a blnr on my memory. I had missed 
the blitz. America I had never seen, P'or a long time we had been 
getting tantalizing scraps of information about the great changes that 
were going on in England and America, It was said there was a great 
left-wing movement in Britain ; that the whole country had swung 
over to a pro-Russian line. The steel mills and assembly lines of 
America were simply fables in our minds, things of which we heard 
with wonder because they were utterly new and we had no points of 
comparison and assessment. We had seen the American guns fire 
often enough, but who made thexn and how many, and when would 
the new machines they spoke about be delivered ? 

Above all this, how was the war going to be fought ? Were we 
going to flounder on for ever in the desert, getting nowhere ? They 
spoke of a second front from England, but where was it ? Where were 
the Americans going to throw their full weight — in ‘the Pacific or 
Europe ? There were whispers from time to time that Africa and the 
Mediterranean were going to be made a major front, but yoti could 
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nevet believt; lliis entireli' auy more Uiau you could ?)elieve the stories 
of a new lanJtnp; in Norway. 

It was exasperating never to know for certain. For j’ears it 
seemed we had i)luiulered on in the darkness, and inevitably a phobia 
sprang up in our minds that there was no di:ectiou anywhere, no plan 
for tlie war and no liard prospects for tlie peace. 

And so this was for me a voyage of personal discovery, a voyage 
round the world to find out what was ha|yi)euing aud where the orders 
were coming from and who was giving them. 

I believed in the African war; I knew or thought I knew that if we 
had enough arms we could clear tlie Mediterranean and get at Hnrope 
through France, Italy aud the Balkans at far less cost than by making 
a frontal assault from Fuglaud. 

There were a thousand things I wanted to know aud experience, 
and somehow I felt that [ was going to get the answers in America and 
Britain. For the first time I felt that the story was about to unfold, 
and I began to look forward to the next few mouths with the excite- 
ment of a child watching the curtain go up on Ins first pantomime. 

That night Zola ran out into the Atlantic again and turned north. 
We had heard many stories of U-boats ranging these seas, but after so 
many weeks it was impossible to believe that this safe, fast ship would 
be attacked. They say Ihe crew of a bomber after a number of trips 
become convinced that their machine is lucks' and will never be shot 
down. Something of the same thought enters the nature of the sailor 
at sea and he seals up his mind against the prospect of sliipwreck. 

At all eveuls we saw notbiug as we came through this dangerous 
bit, and iu weather that got steadily fresher we passed, along the coast 
of the United States aud turned at last toward Halifax iu Nova Scotia — 
our journey’s end. 

By now the prisoners had become entirely part of the ship’s life. 
We would have missed them had we not seen them exercising on the 
deck in the morning. We got to know them individually by sight — the 
short flaxen-haired gunnery-ofiicer with the knee-boots, the serious dark- 
haired group who always played some game with their strange and gay 
German cards, the Uuftwaffe pilot who kept a little apart, the younger 
ones who could scarcely have been twenty and whc> used to practise 
jumps over one of the hawsers. As soon as they filed out from the dim 
interior of the ship on to the bright deck they smiled and looked at the 
sea. Then, since they were not allowed to carry matches, they thronged 
round the British guards to get lights for their cigarettes. The guards 
aud the prisoners had grown through habit to know one another wall 
enough for them to communicate by signs and broken words. Once 
the prisoners had complained that their rations were not good enough, : 
hut ,it was not a bitter or mntiuous complaint-r-just the sort of 
complaint that a group of boarders will make ,to the, landlady at a' 
holiday pension. 
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God knows wc all got tired of the food, but it was still nmcli better 
tiiau the food in Kngland. I went down to the tirisoners’ iinarteis one 
(lay, and tasted llie meat and vegetable slew and the rice and stewed 
fruit. There was while bread and occasionally fresh fruit from the 
refrigerators. 

When we had got aboard at Suez only one man, an avowed anti- 
IsTa/.i, W'ould give his parole that he would not attempt to escape. He 
was made into a dish-washer and kept apart from his fellow-prisoners 
lest they should molest him. But now the Germans were all willing 
einnigh to help wdtli tlie work. They were divided into a score or so 
(if “messes” of about twents' or lliirty men each. Each mess appointed 
its leader, who was responsible lor keeping order and getting the 
men’s qnaitei's cleaned out each inorniug. Two men from each mess 
collected the food at meal-times from the galleys, and Germans 
volunteered to w(n‘k in the galleys as well. 

For the most part the3’ kept their quarters spotlessly clean and 
most of the men shaved regttlarlj'. Their talk now had drift ed away 
from the desert aud the war. Mostly they liked to discuss how it would 
be in camp in Canada, whether they would be able to sexid aud receive 
mail, what clothes they would be issued with and what the food would 
be like ashore. They began to look forward to Canada with interest 
and even pleasttre. 

One day they sent up word to the orderly-room that they had aa 
excellent pianist among their number and they wonld like to provide 
a concert for the British officers. All this was a long way Irom the 
sort of atmosphere in which, we had set onl from Suez. 

Off Newfoundland wc plunged into the heavy fog that hangs off 
the coast in the lale summer. This fog is dangerous, since it lies 
across one of the busiest sea-lanes in the Atlantic aud it can descend 
out of a clear sky within half an hour. Eoug before we picked up the 
pilot from Halifax we were creeping very slowly through the grej', wet 
mist and all around ns the sudden eerie blare of fog-horns kept sound- 
ing. We knew that we had to pass the noise of these fog-horns that float 
at the approaches to the harbour, aud for a time we heard them, steadily 
moaning drawn-out blasts that seemed somehow to accentuate the 
weight and mystery of the fog. But then other fog-horns, coming 
from many different directions aud never remaining in the one place, 
began to rise and fall over the calm water. These were other ships 
and they were close. Every available officer on Zola stood round the 
bridge peering vainly through the mist that sometimes lifted for a 
quarter of a mile and then' abruptly closed in again. . 

Without warning the fog dissipated entirely and the bright sun 
poured down on the seajike a spotlight coming from the wings of , an 
immense theatre., Within a split second the Captain was shouting 
■ orders. Ships were all around us. One freighter was richt under 
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otir bows. Bebiiiil them the green cliffs of Halifax glowed .strongly 
in yellow light. We were pa.ssing straight through the middle of a 
convoy setting out for England. 

At six or seven knots a great liner ausxvers with painful sluggish- 
ness to the helm. There was the freighter a tew yards away, a liny 
match-box on the sea ; here were Zola's hundred-foot gre3’' bows bear- 
ing down on it and there was nothing much anyone couhl do. T, for 
one, just stood there holding toy breath. Then the freighter vanished 
from my sight under the bows. We wailed. Then the freighter slid out 
the other side. She trailed a fog-line behind her and this we sliced in 
half. For a full minute it was possible to look down on to the Ireighter's 
decks and see the scared and w'orldng face of I he conimaiuler on his 
little wooden bridge. He had hoisted a rope-ball to his masthead, which 
is the signal that a ship is out of control. With that signal aloft the 
freighter's captain knew that we would he held responsible for any 
damage that occurred ; but who cares for responsibility at the moment 
of disaster? Can the falling parachutist argue with the manufacturer 
who supplies him with a parachute that won’t open ? So, as the tension 
broke on our bridge, we laughed in a mixture of callousness and relief 
at the freighter’s distress signals. 

But still there were other ships all around us. I began to count 
them and got to six, and suddenly the fog slid down again and where 
there had been ships now onb’ the angry groan of moving fog-horns 
sounded. In and out of gloom we edged toward the harbour mouth and 
back into the sunshine. An unemotional pilot took us in. That night 
while we tied up alongside the railway station there was tremendous 
coiiimoliou on board. The prisoners were to be taken off in the morn- 
ing. The3' had to be counted, searched once more and drafted section by 
section on to a waiting Canadian train. The sick had. to be carried ashore. 

All the next morning I watched the Germans filing off. They stood 
in long lines spiralling down the main staircase leading to the gangway, 
each man with his pack on his back and his prisoner’s card in his hand. 
The prisoners were in high spirits. One flaxen-haired boy winked 
broadly at my wife, the only woman on board since leaving Durban. 
You could hardly believe that these were the same men who had fought 
so bitterly in the desert. They were eager to get ashore, and they kept 
laughing and making jokes among themselves as they waited. 

A ship bringing the wrecked survivors from a convoy which liad 
been attacked ojutside Halifax a few days before slid into a berth beside 
ns. Haggard-looking women and despondent men wltli blankets round 
their shoulders looked across to the prisoners on Zola with bitterness 
and hatred. , , , 

There was one last little incident. All the' 'Germap troops got'^off 
Erst and this left no one to carry the German ofScers’ Iugga,gei -{Under 
the Hague convention captured officers ars entitled to have their bags 
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carried.) With a tactlessness that passed all belief the Biitish rifficer 
asked the Poles to cany tlie liaggagc. He might as well have asked the 
survivors from the convoy. The Poles refused point-blank. 

Now this sort of argument and misunderstanding had been grow- 
ing aboard Zola. There were many differences between the crew, 
tlie British escort, and the Poles. While the prisoners had grown 
more ciuiescent, the men set to guard them had fallen out with one 
another. While the Germans in defeat and captivity had been drawn 
more closely together, we, the victors, were finding points of difference 
in our victory. It bad been like that too at Versailles at the end of the 
other war. But no one on hoard was willing to create an incident at 
this moment, and so the British Tommies were ordered to lake the 
German luggage ashore, 

First came the German of&cers, after thenr the Tommies lumping 
their suitcases — and the lauguage of the Toitnuies was a thing to mar- 
vel at. They were angry with the Germans, angry with the Poles, 
and most of all angry to the point of mutiny with their own o£&cers. 
It was a slight and silly incident, one of those liltle things that 
make men hate the Arnry. A British corporal paused on the gangway 
and deliberately dropped one of the German suitcases over the side. 
No oue spoke. No officer cared to raise his voice. The corporal, a 
man with his soul refreshed, continued with dignity up the gangw'ay. 


2 

New York 

They were putting the last touches to the North African plan when 
I arrived in America, and a strange business it was. 

While half the newspapers of the country were shorrting for a 
second front the thirrg was being organized in an atmosphere of secrecy 
that you would not have thought possible in a democracy. Already, 
in October, the troops had sailed from the United States, the tanks 
and guns had been allotted, and the deal with the French generals 
had been signed, sealed and delivered. 

But the country knew nothing of all this- Even in the train 
journey from Halifax to New York I felt the unrest and discontent at 
the way the war was going. As the rich pine forests and the lakes of 
Nova Scotia went past, the man in the next compartment was saying t 
"Why don’t they BO something? What’s wrong with them ? Why 
can’t they start a second front ?” 
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There had indeed been no good news for a year. 

In the Pacific it had been one calamity after another ; Pearl 
Plarbour and Singapore, the sinking of the Prince of Wales and the 
cutting of tlie Burma Road. Nor had our occasional naval successes 
been able to slop the Japanese avalanche that swept on over Malaya 
and Java, Borneo and the Philippines, Btinna and New Guinea. Even 
now things were going badly for the marines on Guadalcanal. 

In India the Cripps negotiations had crashed and in the bitter 
political shambles that followed there was shooting in the streets of 
Bombay and Calcutta, and sabotage all the way across the peninsula. 

Tobrrtk had surrendered, the worst humiliation in the desert war, 
and at any' inomeiit it seemed likely that Rommel might fling the 
British out of the Middle East altogether. 

The U-boat war had touched its climax. One submarine penetrated 
far up the St. Eawreuce. Another destroyed an Allied ship off Bong 
Island, and there was a long list of sinkings right down the eastern 
American seaboard. 

Dieppe, with the swift loss of more than half the British expedition, 
seemed merely to prove that we could not invade Europe. 

The Red Armies were reeling back in the face of one massed 
German offensive after another. The Ukraine was overrun as far as 
the Caucasus and the Volga; and now the last buildings in Stalingrad 
were being demolished. 

Nowhere on the whole globe was there any real progress or indeed 
any real sign that the rot would ever stop. 

All this was reflected in the harshest possible lines about the time 
I reached New York, towards the end of September 1942. Morale 
during bad times is nearly always lowest at the base and highest at the 
front. I knew that. But for me there had been no chance to, make a 
gradual adjustment in ray mind . 

I had come straight from the Western Desert, one of the remotest 
and most changeable of all the fronts. Tlie intervening period at sea 
had been a vacuum. And now I stepped suddenly into the biggest of 
all the rear bases, and the shock was much greater than it would 
otherwise have been. 

Everywhere I went people seemed to be gripped by the same 
sense of irritation and frustration. It made no difference whether you 
talked tQ.a cab-driver on Fifth Avenue or a business man jnst in from 
the Middle West. They were in the war but not of it. They were 
beginning to suffer the discomforts of war without seeing any definite 
result. The papers were full of war talk and the streets full of slogans, 
but where was the action ? Where was the money going ? Production 
was coming along fine, but what happened to all the thousands of tanks 
and guns and jeeps? Why didn't somebody use them? Were the., 
Russians the pnlv people who could fight? 



405 


AFRICAN TRILUGY 


Bvery slop in the propaganda organ liad been pnlled onl wide in 
praise of Ihe American solilier. There was religious fervour in Uie 
pli I ase “our boys, "and while j'oucoTilclcrilicii.eeverj'tliing else on earth 
even the most hard-boiled, coluniuisl or politician would never dare to 
question the skill and courage of the Anieiiean soldier. But the ugly, 
uiitliiiikaljle thing tliat nobody dared uienlion w'as beginning to creep 
into the back of people’s minds. Did the nation really want to fight ? 
Weic not the Clerinans and the Japs really better soldiers? Book what 
was happening on Guadalcanal. . . 

And because this suspicion was unthinkable, and 1 imagine tlie 
people in their hearts knew it to be ttiilriie, they vented llieir discontent 
with twice the force in other directions. The leadership was wrong, 
they aigued. Wasliinglon .was a hell's kitchen of double-dealing 
politicians and war profiteers. The cj'uicistn about Washington was 
so intense it was bewildering. That was the place where rogues 
bribed one another to get goverumeut contracts, where foreigners in- 
trigued, tvliere men bought themselves out of active service, where 
fools and incompetents were falling over one another in everj' govern- 
ineul department. American boys were paying with their lives for the 
inistakes made in the Wliite House, The Navy was at loggerheads 
with the Army. There were rows with 'Russia, rows with Britain, rows 
with the Chinese. Big business was piling up more big busmoss for 
after the war. The draft was crooked. Tlie whole thing xv&s crooked 
and there was no firm direction anywhere. 

What was needed, one was told, was more honest-lo-God American- 
ism in America, and especially in 'Washington. Once lei the Americans 
get started and they would see this thing through by themselves. 

Because they had never seen war, and had been brought up to 
hate it and fear it more than disease, more even than poverty, inaiij' 
of the people I met imagined it to be far worse than it is. In the 
absence of facts and in the presence of lurid, exciting propaganda, 
people’s minds were beginning to fill with horrible images — the raped 
girl in Tokio, the dying soldier in the mud, the tortured face of the 
sailor going down for the last time, the blazing homestead and the 
mother fleeing with her children from the monstrous Jap. These 
were the subjects of the posters and the daily cattpoiis, and all the 
time the long horror of Stalingrad went on, making these images seem 
all too real. 

Nothing it seemed was being done to get on with the war — that 
w^s the thing. The boys-were being sacrificed without reason, without 
direction and without care,' Unless there was a second front soon, the 
war might go on for ever. 

I do not suggest that these feelings were universal or even obvi- 
ous. I simply say that within a few minutes of talking with the 
average citizen you began to sense his underlying discontent. It was the 
.same discontent and uncertainty, that bad assailed every countrj^in 
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Europe on llie evt ol goins- into action, the same fear that attacks a 
patient on his way to the dentist. Thes' say there is no innmeut for the 
soldier which is woise than that short period of nervous tension before 
he goes over the top. Once in action his mind clears and his cornage 
leaps up. To a stranger, America' appeared to have reached that 
difficult moment just before going over the top. 

Meanwhile in Washington the plans went steadily forward. News- 
paper friends took me to one of Mr. Cordell HtjU’s conferences at the 
Slate Department, alongside Ihe White House. The Secretary sloorl 
patiently behind his chair, and he had the air of a man who feels lie is 
about to sa 3 ' No to a lot of iiueslions which have heeii asked him many 
limes before. 

“Is there any change in otir relation.-) with Vichy?" someout- asked. 

‘T have nothing more to add,’’ said the Secretary, and wailed for 
the next ciiieslion. 

There were, of cotirse, the most violent changes with Vichy going 
on behind the scenes. The matter had been most carefullj' discussed 
w'ith Winston Churchill on his visit to Washington in the prevbu.s 
July, at the time of the fall of Tobruk. As the Prime Minister has 
since revealed, that conference was the seed of the whole North 
African adventure — the conference that decided the Americans to pul 
their main effort first into Europe and let the Japanese war \yait; the 
conference that settled the blow should fall in the Mediterranean and 
that the Vichy generals (and not de Gaulle) should be asked to co- 
operate in the lauding. 

One can imagine the Prime Minister’s argnmeuLs. Since the days 
ol the Gallipoli landing in the last war he had been an ardent devotee 
of the Mediterranean policy — of the policy of fighting the war on long 
lines of communication. Since 19.18 he had argued at length and with 
reason that had the Gallipoli campaign been pressed home it would 
have considerably shortened the last war by throwing Turkey out of 
the struggle and opening up a supply line to Russia. 

Clearly Churchill had argued these points again in Washington. 
Just as urgently as in 1915-1916 we needed a strong high-road into 
Russia through the Mediterranean. The Persian and Murmansk routes 
were .slow, difficult and dangerous. Once lake the whole North African 
coast and our shipping tonnage on the Russian supply route would 
double, since each ship would do two journeys where it hdd done only 
one before. Moreover, continuous air cover could be given right down 
the Mediterranean to the diaembarkaliou ports of Haifa, Beyrout 
and Syrian Tripoli. Not only could we supply Russia rapidly that 
way, but we could build up a great army in Syria and Palestine for an 
eventual attack on the Balkans, Turkey was another prize. If she 
could be induced to come in, Allied vessels could ply through the 
Dardanelles right up to the Black S^a. 

Tt was a bold and attractive scheme and it required .much tjoliticai. , 
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preparation. That was where Mr. Adolf Eerie of tlie State Department 
came in. Mr. Eerie was in charge of Trench relations. There was 
alreaily a chain of American representatives and agents throngh un- 
occnpied France and North Africa. Now, the State Department believed 
that the waj- of resnrrectiiig France lay not through General de Gaulle 
and the Communists and the underground irredentist movements in 
France, but through France’s existing leaders, who were either in 
prison in Germany oriu the service of the Vichy Government in France. 
True, these Frenchmen were not on. the whole well disposed towards 
the British — the battles of Oran and Dakar had never been forgiven — 
but at least they were friendls' to the Americans. The de Gaullist 
movement had become pretty well a British movement. It had never 
been regarded with much sympathy in Washington. De Gaulle seemed 
to have blundered badlj' in his Dakar expedition, and it was not at all 
clear what sort of follownng he had in France. 

To the Americans it was all too painfully obvious that de Gaulle 
had been repulsed in Syria and Jibuti, and indeed almost everywhere 
he went. Marshal Pdtain was still the leader of France, and it was 
among the Marshal’s followers, men like Weygand and Giraud and 
Georges, that the chief hope of advantage lay. Furthermore, de Gaulle 
was not on the spot and the Vichy leaders were. They had control in 
North Africa. 

There was no frame, no established head of the de Gaullist move- 
ment in France and — so one imagines the Slate Department arguing- ■ 
there was neither the time nor the means to contact those who regarded 
the Fighting French Movement as their salvation. Far better to win 
over the Darlans and Girauds, and once in the Allied camp they could 
be induced to sink their differences with the British. Moreover, once 
the Vichy Government in North Africa came over, you had a working 
system of government in'operation. To put in de Gaulle would mean a 
political and economic upheaval at the best, and a revolution at the 
worst. Yon could do very little work for his cause on the inside until 
the actual landing took place. 

Undeniably the State Department was determined to act in the 
best way for all concerned. Undeniably the British and American 
military leaders on both sides of the Atlantic supported the Depart- 
ment’s plans for while-anting Vichy rather than raise the standard of 
rebellion for de Gaulle, since the former move entailed the least 
miliiary risk. It meant that America was going to raise her own French 
champion to replace de Gaulle, that America, not Britain, was going to 
take the dominant political and economic r61e in France not only 
during the war but afterwards. (Unless, of course, that very elusive 
imponderable, the Soviet Governmeut, had something to say about it.) 
At any rate, Mr. Churchill gave liis assent to the deal, a school of 
American Army officers who were to be the htture gauleiters of France 
was set up in the United States, and many a mysterious messenger set 
off for North Africa and unoccupied. Fiance. 
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So already, in the snminer, sis nionllis before the North African 
landiug took place, de Ganlle had apparently lost his cause. He was 
never informed of the preparations. He only heard officially of the 
landing after it had taken place. To many it seemed that something 
else was lost at that monieulous conference in Washington. It seemed 
that the fine clear edge of onr policy was blunted. We were prepared 
from now on to parley with the enemy, or at least with those who had 
been forced to go over to the enemy. We were ready to make conces- 
sions. To save the lives of our soldiers we were ready to stretch a 
point or two in the Atlantic Charter. We still wanted freedom of 
worship and freedom of race in the world; but if we could gain a 
short-range military advantage by treating with men who had helped 
to frame Vichy’s auli-Jewish laws, then the end jnslified the means. 

People were saying that de Gaulle before this had damaged his 
own position by maintaining a pretty stiff and intransigent manner 
in London. A black mark was recorded against the de Ganllists for 
allowing out the secret of the Dakar expedition before the shiijs had 
arrived at their destination. But for two years his name had gone out 
over the radio day and night, and it stood for the ideals of anti-fascism, 
of democracy, of the willingness to fight on for principles. W^e had 
yet to discover how deep an impression this had made inside Europe 
and Africa. De Gaulle hitiiself might not be the ideal leader, but his 
name stood for something. It had become a sort of trade mark for 
liberty. Well, from now on the firm was under new management. 

All this lime, while all these plans were going forward in secret, 
the Roosevelt administration was under constant fire. Why no 
second front? Even Charlie Chaplin came to New York and made a 
speech calling for a second front. Mr. Wendell Willkie, hot from his 
flight round the world, demanded action. And still people asked, Why 
do we continue relations with Vichy, which is collaborating with 
America’s enemies? Why don’t we recognize de Gaulle ? 

On the morning of November 8th all the answers came snddenls' 
together. American troops under General Eisenhower had lauded in 
North Africa. Not Dakar, as it was whi-spered, but Casablanca, Oran 
and Algiers, which were right on the road to Southern Europe. The 
President had sent a letter to the Bey of Tunis and Tunis was 
expected to fall at auy moment. I was in New York when the news 
broke, and the effect on the people was electric. They snatched at the 
newspapers and they htmg around their radio sets. They' were aglow 
with the news. America was in it at .last. At last we had a second 
front. At last we were hitting ^ck. Hurrah for the American 
Army, hurrah for Roosevelt and hurrah for the State Department, 
which ill its deep wisdom had kept up relation^ with Vichy so the boys 
could make an easy' landing, ■ ' , ' 

So it was .p'oinp' to be war in Europe and war from Africa; Kndcfc 
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the Bodies out first then all the Allies wonhl liiiu on Japan togellier. 
There was pride and excilenieiil and strong hope on that day. 

A fortnight before the landing I had been nigently snnnnoned to 
Toudoii by air. Unknown to me i had been chosen to go down to Africa 
with the invading troops as a war coi respondent for the Biitish I’ress, 
but bad weather held up my departure from vN-inefica until it wa.s 
too late. Now 1 had to follow as cpiickly as I could. 

T did not lyaut to go. T had discovered the answers to some of my 
personal cinesiions, but these two months in America had been too 
nislied, too hewi'dcring and too complicated. 

I had seen very little really and probabh’ understood still less- 
1 had developed strong prejudices loo t|uickly. As I packed my 
baggage I found my mind a confused blur of nian5’' cliance memoiies. 

The livid golden flood of molten metal pouring from the buckets 
in the steel foundaries; tlie great sheets of glowing metal roaring 
through tlie rollers; the new ships sliding sideways into the Ohio River 
to make their way two thousand miles down the Mi.s,sissippi to the sea; 
the bright clatter o{ the nircratl irlauls and the uniformed women on 
the assembly line snatching at bullets and shells and gadgets while all 
above them and around tlicin the coloured posters shouted “Don’t 
let them down," “Produce for Victory,” “Put ten per cent, into w'ar 
savings.” 

There was the monstrous pentagon building across the Potomac 
at Washington, where I walked a mile and a (luarter from the front 
door to the department T wanted; the scinirrels playing in front of the 
White House as tlie President drove in; the shocking sight of the 
burnt-out Normandie lying like a beached whale under Manhaltau’s 
skyscrapers; the overcrowded trains full of plump men hurrying down 
to Washington with little leather cases under their arms; the Red 
Birds returning home troni their tiiumph in the World Series to meet an 
hysterical crowd at St. Douis railway station ; Gypss’ Rose Dee doing 
an act called “I can’t strip to Brahms.” 

■ Grand Central and the Bronx, that fantastic vision oi New York 
from the Triborough Bridge and the long heaitliful drive home in the 
evening through the autumn colours of the Hudson River ; the hellish 
miderground and the hellish overhead; Broadway at six and dinner at 
eight, sixty-five stories up ; the streets that were German, the cities 
within New York that were Italian or Jewish, Polish or Czech, Chinese 
or Negro. 

No, it was all much loo much. To a stranger there was no 
cohesion anywhere and the geographical cult of Americanism seemed 
too new and too superficial to have found its roots. Yet it was there.. 

I had, too, a strong feeling that there, was something wrong about 
this sudden universal optimism just as there had been something 
wrong with the earlier pessimism, I had not been in New York nearly 
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loiiy enongli to assess tbe alternative moods that swept tlie people 
from one entlmsiasui to aiiotlier with the regularity of the rise and 
fall of the tide around Maulialtan Island ; nor bad I time to probe deep 
enough and find something as solid underneath as the sea-bed. 

The most conflioting and improbable news was pouring out of 
Africa, and, with the exception of one or two military coumieulafors 
like Hansen Baldwin, the newspaper strategists were discussing the 
war in a way that bore no relation whatever to the Mediteiianean as 
1 knew it. 

Montgomery’s victory at Alauicin was now comidete. Bengha'/.i 
was about to fall. The current view of the newspapers vras tliat the 
British forces from the desert would join hands with the American 
forces from Al.geria within the next few weeks — or days. 

The Ameiieans would lake Tripoli and, juoceeding out into the 
de.sert, would scoop up Itonniicrs retreating Afrika Korps. The 
meeting between the British and American Annies would take place 
somewhere round the middle of the Gulf of Sirte. Every newspaper 
publislied maps showing great arrows pointing across the Medilerra- 
uean into Italy, the Balkans and France. Tittle by little the remark- 
able story began to come out of how the American fifth column had been 
organized in France and North Africa, of General Mark Clark’s secret 
and dangerotts laiidhrg for a rendezvous with the ]?rench leaders, of 
how the United Slates minister Robert Mrrrphy had sounded out the 
French generals and brought them to our side, of how we had the 
great good fortune to get Admiral Parian, and of General Giraitd’s 
submarine journey from France. More and more it began to look like 
the biggest diplomatic coiip of the war. France was rising again. 

Well, at least I was being given a chance of seeing it. I W'ent down 
to Grand Central Station for the last lime and took the train northward. 

At Montreal the first bitter wind of the coming winter was blowing 
through the streets. It was Armistice Day aiid a little procession of 
old soldiers in civilian clothes and young ones in uniform marched 
down to the war memorial in the central square. The cold was intense. 
It was agony to stand still , for. two minutes while the East Post 
sounded and the noise of tbe city fell, eerily away. For anyone of my 
generation it was almost impossible to respond to a ceremony for a 
war that was finished and fruitless. 

, The big Liberator bomber smashed through tlie iced puddles of 
'the airfield as we took off for Scotland. There were sixteen of ns, all 
buttoned up to the eyebrows iu helmets, knee-boots, fleece?-lined over- 
alls', parachutes, water-wings and oxygen masks. We lay full length 
on the floor so tightly packed that if you decided to turn over,, the 
men on either aide of you had to turn as well. Thus, for, ten hours over 
the Atlantic. A miserable,, uncomfortable night, We flew only at eight, 
thousand feet because the weather was good, and so, needed noi oxygeu; 
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Ltit it was unbearably hot with ail otir additional cloUuus. We were a 
strange collection— a brigadier, au KnglisU peer who had been bnying 
American aircraft, au American armour expert, a Dutch policeman who 
had escaped from Holland, a figliter pilot and so on. It was the briga- 
dier, if I remember rightly, who was Ijdng on my right side. By 
accident I pulled the plug in his water-wings during the feverish early 
morning hours and they automatically filled with air. And there he lay 
quite unable to deflate liiniself until we slid down on the green, green 
coast of Scotland. 


3 

London 

TT was eight o’clock on a bright fresh winter’s morning when we 
landed. Within hall au hour we had been helped out of our flying- 
kit, passed through the customs and the immigration authorities, 
given coffee, a bedroom and a bathroom and told breakfast wonlcl be 
ready whenever we wanted it. An R. A. P. officer said that if we had 
really nrgeut business in Dondon he would have us flown down; 
otherwise sleepers were booked on the overnight train. A girl in 
W. A. A. F. uniform offered to send cables for us. Another chauged 
dollars for pounds. 

One blinked a little dazedly at all this. Since the war began I 
had travelled many scores of thousands of miles, but nowhere else in 
the world had there been such efficiency, such courtesy and precision. 

True, we were rather rare birds, coming in by air across the 
Atlantic aud travelling on high priority. But still it was remarkable, 
this atmosphere. The place was alive. The people looked liealtby. 
They were all busy. They were cheerful aud there was something 
else, especially in the faces of the girls, a steadiness, something clear- 
cut and definite. They were not so pretty as the American women, not 
nearly so smart, though their complexions were better. 

Dike nearly everything else in Britain, from the London under- 
ground to the British Constitution, this airport was the result of a 
series of compromises and makeshifts. • The landing-fields were 
once the fairways of a golf-course. The, bunkers had been wired off 
and turned into weapon pits for the anti-aircraft guns. The club 
house had become the headquarters. There were more aircraft 
standing about than I had seen in the whole of the Middle Fast 
during the first year of war. Fvery few minutes another militarj' 
machine swept down from America, from southern England, possibly 
from France and Germany, 
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I wandered about in a daxe ol sentimental memoiies; Scotland as 
it was before tlie war, when T had. last seen it. That was sone, of 
course, but here was the same wet moss on the earthen walls of the 
country lane, the same grej'-white gulls following the plonghmau 
through the field, the same blurred, misty outlines and the incredible 
greenness of Scotland. For three years, from Gibraltar to New Delhi, 
I had seen nothing but sharp horizons and strident colours, except 
very occasionally in the desert at noon when the sand turned into 
the mirage of an undulating lake. Here every colour was soft and 
gentle and one marvelled that one had forgotten this so completely. 

Travelling all that night by train to Dondon, I had a bedroom to 
myself, an air-cotidiLioned bedroom with hot water and a proper bed, 
and tea in the morning — tilings you cannot get as a rule in Ainciica. 

Dondon oulwardli' was no shock. It had been described to me 
over and over again by friends who had been in the blitz, so I knew 
where to look for the holes in the lines of the buildings and the broken 
churches, and I found them to be just what I expected, had scars that 
were healing over. But in the inner workings of Dondon, in its 
atmosphere and tempo, I found one astonishing thing after another. 
The buses careered at speed through the blackout, keeping to a time- 
table. There were three or four postal deliveries a day. I took a taxi 
down to Westminster and within an hour had collected all the war-time 
documents uece.ssary to live in England — ration hook, Identity card, 
clothing coupons (plus some additional coupons because I had arrived 
by air) and registration certificate. Thei'e was no queueing up, no 
waiting, and no hurry. These things were handed out as part of a 
steady aud precise routine. 

That night the worst fog in years closed down over the Thames 
valley. I had accepted two invitations — one for dinner in Battersea, 
the other for a late party in Kensington — not knowing that most 
Londoners did not go out at night in winter now because of the sheer 
difficulty of getting transport. But in my ignorance I set out on this 
worst of all nights. My taxi got as far as the river before it ran out 
of petrol aud I changed over to a bus tliat was going vaguely in my 
direction through the impenetrable gloom. Then I changed over to a 
tram that ran off tlie rails on a corner. The passengers with one accord 
jumped out and lifted the tram back on the rails. 

Over dinner — ^wine, fish aud fruit — the conversalioh was exciting 
aud it was not about the war; Dr. Temple, the Archbishop of Canter- 
bury, bad made another speech insisting that the Church should 
concern itself in government, that the banks must be nationalized and 
that there should be more equal distribution of wealth and land after 
the war. It sounded more like the Commitnist Manifesto than the 
Primate of England, but there it was, aud that was not alL The report , 
of Sir William Beveridge was about to be presented in the House,' .If 
proposed a scheme by which no man need ever again starve in 
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Euglanil, nor fall ill without medical Ireatment, nor fail to get decent 
hniial when he died. It sounded more like the milleniiiutn than the 
British Conservative Party at work. 

lOvetywhere in the pubs and the factories people were discussing 
tliese things. As they worked on munitions, as they trained in the 
camps or plodded aljout on A. R. P. jobs at night, they thought about 
them, 'Pile most popular feature on the radio was the Brains Trust. 
Miraculously the iieople seemed to know all the place-names of the 
obscure battlefields in the desert. 

By some stroke of good luck a taxi rank sent a taxi for me through 
the fog and we asked the driver inside for a drink by the fire. ITe was 
a wizened little Cockney of sixty, scarf round his neck, clotli cap 
perched across his head. He had fought through Palestiue aud 
Mesopotamia in the last war ami in a minute he w'as down on the floor 
fighting the battles again with empty beer bottles, comparing those 
campaigns to these, matching Allenb3'’s strategy with Alexander’s. 

No fog eould baulk this old soldier who had his son in .the Army 
abroad and liis two daughters working in nmnitions plants. As we drove 
on to Kensington I walked ahead with my torch to light him through the 
worst bits ol fog or perched beside him while he fnrionsly discussed 
the theory of fighting a war on long lines of coimminicatious. 

And .so we wandered through t,ondon that night and back to the 
West End. All llirough November I travelled about the city aud 
southern England learniug and learning, trying to catch up with the 
tremendous upheavals of thought that had been going on since the 
blitz. There were only about ten hours of the.se short winter daj'S 
when could meet people, but in that time I contrived to be with 
as many as possible, politicians and journalists, factory girls aud 
actresses, soldiers and airmen, publishers and stockbrokers. I knew 
I had to go to North Africa very soon, aud there was so much to learn 
here in such little time. 

I went down for a week to see the new British Army in training. 
There was a day when the airborne division pul on a lull-scale exercise. 
In a bare and frigid building the pilots sat in a semicircle round a 
relief map of the terrain on which they were going to drop their troops. 
It was the same room in which they had been briefed for their drops 
on Bruneval in occupied B'rauce and iu Tunisia aud Algeria and later 
in Sicily. , 

Then we trooped out to the gliders. They were as big as heavy 
bonibers, Thei' carried complete hospitals, lorrj^-loads of ammunition, 
workshops, motor-cycles, water-tanlsTs and men. BJach glider was 
attached by a rope and a telephone line to a bomber. The bombers 
were wavuu'ng up, and as we sat w'aiting the slack on the rope was 
gradually taken up. The machines went careering forward across the 
hilltdp. Ours was a beautiful take off. For two or three hnmlred yards 
my glider was bumping and wheezing across the rough ground until , 
we were suddenly being towed into mid-air. After travelling so often 
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in aeroplanes, the sensation I had in this glider was that I had moved 
from a motor-boat into a 3'acht. The wind sercained past, bnt it was an 
easy swinging motion. We rode just above the bomber’s slipstream 
and about two thousand ieet up through drilting cloud. Over the 
objective the bomber increased speed. The two pilots — one in the 
bomber, the other in the glider — checked their position and then we 
cut the tow-rope adiiit. The glider banked steeply and sailed swiftlj' 
down between two copses of beech-trees. We hit hard and ran to a 
standstill in twenty seconds. 

All round us men were tumbling out oi other gliders. Parachutists 
were falling and machine-gun shots began sounding round tlie ring of 
hills. One glider, lauding too steeply, had startled the daylights out 
of a couple of A. T. S. girls on the ground, and they raced for cover 
with the glider in pursuit until its wing hit a brick wall. No one was 
hurl. Other parachutists, lost in the rain, fell on the wrong places or 
failed to jump at all. Things, in fact, were going wrong jnst as they 
alwas’s do on the real battlefield, and the test was now whether the 
men could improvise and make good their mistakes. 

There were many brass-hats from the War Office watching that 
day, and they piled into about fifty jeeps to keep up with the exercise. 
The men who had landed were attacking a low hill through woodlaud. 
A good concentrated mortar fire whistled over onr heads and from 
half a dozen directions men came innning with machine-guns and 
hand-grenades. Thej’^ flung themselves prone on the grass every few 
3'afcl.s and fired. 

At each stage the spectators rushed forward in the jeeps, a wild 
cavalcade across the fields, and for a time we were hopelessly mixed 
up with the mock battle. Tracers began skidding past on either side 
of the jeeps, and in their excitement the jeep drivers kept right up 
with the forward machine-gunners. The advancing infantrj- had been 
told to keep hard itp against the shifting line on which the mortar 
shells were lauding, a difficult and dangerous thing to do. The niachiue- 
guuncTS were all the time firing through their own men to protect them 
up to the edge of the wood. At the wood itself the infantry ran in 
with tommy-guns. It was very exciting. I closed my eyes when my 
jeep ran o^-er a grenade that had been ilitng oxrt a second before and 
failed to explode. Beyond the wood a bangalore, torpedo tore up a 
slice of wet turf and barbed wire from the ground and a great smoke- 
ring hung ill the air for a moment. Through this the flame-throwers 
rau to their last objective, and the hill, it wa.H jndged, was ours. 

These things are not so difficult wheu there is no fire, coming at 
you, aind when men are' not dropping out through injury and death. 
But what a difference from the plodding infantry exercises of three 
years before, 'What njonlhs and years of training lived in these boys 
so that they did, in fact; ,’n^jthout flinching, keep up witli ■ the line of. 
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falling mortars. And with only a safely margin of a yard or two, they 
were willing’ to rnu up the line of their own machine-gnu fire. 

I did not then believe that gliders are an effective instrument 
except in certain very occasional situations, lint these soldiers did 
believe in them. They did want to fight. They enjoyed it. They 
believed the 5 ' were taking part in a great experiment which was 
to lead to the Wellsian battles of the tulnre. 

Another daj' I joined a battle school. The idea of the battle 
school was General Alexander’s. After their normal training, as 
many N.C.O.s and ollicers 3.1 possible went off on three weeks’ special 
training which duplicates W'ar as nearly as possible. On this wet 
morning the men made a lauding belore dawn. With smoke bombs 
and haiicl-grenades falling around them, they rushed the beach. Then 
they fought their way inlaud across streams and through hedgerows 
aird farmyards. I can hardly say I enjoyed that day. Once I went 
down to my thighs in icy mud. Once I was covered with muck 
from a nearby' grenade-hurst. When the troops wanted to go through 
a ten-foot hawthorn hedge they did not hunt for gaps, they walked 
straight through the thorns. All dayf until dusk tliey were at it 
without food, without rest. They ran and shot and climbed walls 
with ■ their full equipment until they were tired into speechlessness. 
At the end of each stage they were called together, told what they 
had done wrong and then two new students were ordered to lead the 
nest assault. They would simply be given a reference on the map, 
told roughly what resistance was there and ordered to take the place. 
Crawling on their bellies, they reconnoitred the farmhouses and the 
barns. Dropping into ditches and swarming over brick walls, they 
went in for the raoppiug-up. 

Normally there is something phoney, amateurish and childish 
about Army field exercises, a sort of boy scontery that sits oddly 
upon grown men. But not here. This was tough and uncomfortable 
and extraordinarily real. It was a tremendous advance since the days 
of the crushing boredom of route marches and parade-ground drill. 
The enthusiasm was the surprising thing. By some chemistry these 
j'ouths had been taken from the suburban milk-rounds and the city 
shops and marie physically bigger and mentally much more alert. 
They clutched at any information. I once casually said something 
about the dispersal of vehicles on convoj'. A colonel at once shoved 
me iulo an aircraft and, piloting the thing himself, swept me back and 
forth over his battalion for half an hour to have my opinion on whether 
thej' were correctly spaced apart or not. Peeling giddy and far from 
expert, I shouted that it was first class, but he continued tree-hopping 
for another ten minutes before he was satisfied. Clearly these troops 
were fit for the conquest of Africa and the invasion of Europe. ' 

, And so for three weeks I went rotind Englaud convinced that 
such a renaissance had overtaken this country as had not happened at 
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least ill my lifetime. Just as mj’ first impressiim of A.iuerica had been 
one of confusion and cynicism, so in England ii was one of direction 
and enthusiasm. Both were wrong — at least in part. 

I/ittle by little 1 began to see that. Everything was not all wrong 
in America, nor was everything all right here, ft was during the first 
days of December, while I was waiting in I/Ondoti for my sailing orders 
to go down to North Africa, that 1 began to see the gaps and the 
wastage in this new England. 

The people were tired. No victory in Stalingrad, no break-through 
bj' the Eighth Army and no lauding in North Africa could overnight 
shake them out of the strain of three years’ garrison life in England. 
Casualties were very few as yet, hut many tliousands of families had 
not seen their menfolk for years. Food was sufficient, but it was boring, 
aud beyond ever 3 'lhing the abiding interest in everimne’s life was 
food, food, food, how to cook it and how to get it and how to conserve 
it. Almost every conversation I had was eventually brought round 
to the subject of food. (It was strange aud refresliitig to find that 
the one cabinet minister who was wholeheartedlj’ approved of was 
Lord Woolton, the Minister of Food. Wooltou had an engaging way 
of coming on the air from the B. B. C. as soon as some major mess-up 
occurred like the fish zoning. “l know the trouble yon are having,” 
he would say. “It’s au awful mess. But we are clearing it up and it 
won’t happen again.”) 

More people were getting higher wages than they had ever had 
before, but there was little of any real value you could buy for it. 
Everyone had work, but it was l^h-pressure work that went on in 
endless drudgery, nine, ten or twelve hours a day. six daj’S a week, 
with fire-watching and other war-time duties on top of it. Women, 
after a long day in the factory, had to face up to the difficult journey 
home in the dark, staudiug in food queues, and the feeding of their 
children. 

There was enough housiug for everj'one, but mo.st people were 
cramped for space and decent household facilities were disappearing. 
If the spouting began to leak, you could get no one to repair it. For 
almost all the little necessities of life there was a day-loug struggle 
that never let up. Since little or no repairs or painting were being 
done, every city in England began to look shabby, so that the people 
were constantly simounded by ugliness and the atmosphere of neglect 
and decay. The people themselves were growing shabbier. They 
were ageing. Young girls leaving school who could 'normally look 
forward to the gayest and liest time of their lives had never known 
what it was to put on a party, frock aud a pair of silk stockings. They 
felt their youth and attractiveness were fading away ip the omnipresent 
greyness of England aud the war. 

Nor did things seem quite so bright to , me, in political England as 
I had at first thought they were. The Beveridge RepOrt’. was tabled,, 
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bill by no means was ii adopted. Hnge powerful interests like the 
insinrauce companies banded against it. Most of the Report was 
supported by the government, but in such a coufu.sing way that half 
the country had no idea of whether or not they W'ere going to get jobs 
after the war, which was the real thing they wanted to know. And 
Beveridge wrote in one of the Sunday papers, “My principles of secu- 
rity and freedom from w'ant have been abandoned." 

Dr. Temple was sharply attacked. The Church was the Church, 
he was told, and it had no place in politics, let alone revolutionary 
politics. 

Since November I had walked each day through a sciuare in 
Doudon. When I first arrived I noticed that the iron railings round 
the gardens had been torn down for salvage and that anj'one in Dondon 
could now walk across those once private lawns and let their children 
play under the trees. Now, in December, a spiked wooden fence had 
been placed around the park. And after the war ? Would the steel 
railings come back ? 

Friends began to explain to me the technique of the rackets and 
the black markets. Everyone, it seemed, had some sort of small graft; 
indeed, half of life was spent in working out just how you could pull a 
string here and exert a little influence there and get an extra bottle 
of gin over at the other place. 

But it was upon North Africa that the public was now concentrat- 
ing with growing suspicion and uneasiness. Something was being 
done down there which they did not understand. Why was Darlan in 
charge? — the professional Brilain-hater, the turncoat admiral, the 
friend of Eaval and the German collaborationist. Why were these dc 
Gaullists who had helped us land suddenly clapped into prison? Were 
we going to advance on one place after another in Europe, raising up 
Quislings as we went? The allied foreigners in England, like the 
Norwegians, looked on these proceedings with bewilderment. Why 
stop at Darlan, they said ? Why not buy over Quisling himself ? Why 
not the House of Savoy in Italy ? And if it came to that, why not 
Goering, even Hitler himself? Much less vehemently, but very solidly, 
the British people shared their bitterness. 

To some extent the public antagonism to North African politics 
was hushed by the statement that unless we co-operated with the 
Vichy French in North Afriea thousands of British and American lives 
would have been lost. To some extent it was diverted by the progress 
of the war itself, or rather the lack of progress. The First Army, 
under General Anderson, seemed to be getting nowhere. While 
Montgomery continued with his great swoops and marches in the 
desert, the First Army seemed to have stopped dead and was like to 
teniaiu where it was until Montgomery came to the rescue. 

Moreover, the early, propaganda on the North African landings 
had been conducted with the utmost confti&jtSh. For some strange 
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reason the authorities in Tyondon and Washinj^ton had chosen to give 
tile _ impression that an enormous army had been landed in North 
Africa. Well, the public began to ask, Whj' doesn’t it do something ? 
Why is it held up by a handful of Germans in the tip of Tunisia ? 

Still much agitated by these things, T packed my bag at last and 
went down to Euston Station. My personal riuest for information was 
over and I was going back to the war in Africa not mncli wiser and a 
good deal sadder. It seemed to me horribly symbolic that uiy journey 
of political discovery, begun so hopefiill3" in the American snushine, 
was ending in the black and gloomy emptiness of Eu.ston at midnight. 
I had got the answers to all the things I wanted to know when I set 
out from Egypt ; now I had a whole cart-load of new (lueslions. 

Tn the train I changed liack into uniform. I had not worn it for 
four mouths. It suddenly felt very warm and reassuring. 


4 


Londonderry 

T’HE life-lines of the North African expedition were strung down 
from a dozen British ports to the Mediterranean. Each week a 
new convoy put out into the Atlantic and ran between the U-boat 
packs into Algiers and Oran. Each day some fatal action u'as fought 
in the middle of the Atlantic or along the African coast. These battles 
were never reported. They were, of course, in the essence of our 
strategy, and unless we won them tlien everything in Africa was lost; 
but it was also in the rule of the sea that they should be fought out 
sileutiy and stealthily with scarcely anyone to know about them except 
those who had takeu part in the fighting. 

It seemed to me that if one was going to report the North African 
war one ought to start here, on the sea, so I asked the A,dmiratty if 
they could send me down on one of the little ships; not in a big troop- 
carrying liner where you see very little and hear nothing in addition 
to being very vulnerable, but in a destroyer or a corvette. And so 
I went to Londonderry in the north of Ireland two days before 
Christmas. 

The corvette Exc (later they called her a frigate) was at her berth 
in the town and you had to scramble across two sister ships to get at 
her. Exe was brand new and ' she looked old. There, Was hardly a 
day since her launching' she had not been at sea and fighting: Yon, 
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could see that from the rusl, the peeling paint, the crowded jumble of 
equipment on her decks aud the faces of the men who sailed her. 

She was austereh' built; instead of planking on her decks she 
had a .chemical mixture that was poured on aud set hard and then 
sometimes buckled under the action of sea water. Even the Captain’s 
cabin had been built on monastic and highly economical lines, and 
the furniture was tuhirlar steel that raced about the deck in a storm 
like a pack of hounds. All the expense and skill in E.vc's building 
had gone into the equipment, the Oerlifcon guns, the Asdic, the radio 
location gear, the depth-charges and the instruments that controlled 
the gunnery, the power and the navigation. She had more power to 
strike at submarines than anything of her size afloat. She was nothing 
more than a shell for all these expensive, precious gadgets, aud she 
was the ugliest aud most uncomfortable ship I ever expect to travel 
in, Aud because I got to know the Exc a little 1 will irrationally 
defend that corvette against any other, and without reason I will 
contest any word of criticism I ever hear against her skill, her 
manners, or her company. 

Her company at the moment I got aboard was feeling like 
nmtiuy. They had orders to sail on Christmas Day. Not only 
Christmas Day, bnt a Friday. Not only Christmas Day, but in lousy 
weather. Why not Boxing Day? They were bound to be kept 
hanging about aujwvay, wailing for the convoy. They were due for a 
spell ashore. They needed repairs. They had just emue in and they 
had more sea days in the past year than . . . The third officer was 
beyond eloquence, “it’s a bloody racket," he said. 

I had been made welcome as soon as I slid , dowu the com- 
panion-way into the tiny wardroom. "Come iu. Have a drink,” and — 
iTonicall 3 ' — “Merry Christmas.” 

Dike the rest of the crew, most of these officers were iu their early 
twenties. The majority of the men on that ship had hardly seen the sea 
six months before. They were butchers, bakers; farmliaiids, milkmen, 
bank clerks, students and travelling salesmen. .Some had grown beards. 

The Captain had a beard. He was a round, tubby little man, and he 
was Royal Navy with high seniority iu this flotilla of corvettes. Earlier 
iu the -war he had been mitiesweeping. He was born and bred to the 
little ships and his conversation was racy and gay aud often witty. 

He came on board with liis wife, who had crossed from .Scotland, 
where she was living with her two children. She was snatching just 
these two or three days’ leave with her husband, and then, on 
Christmas Day, she would go back to Scotland again. Her life had 
always been^ like that : a series, of brief chance meetings with her 
husband, _ They had been shopping in the town, buying flowers for 
the Captain’s cabin and holly for the ship. The commanders of the 
two adjacent corvettes came aboard, and for awhile we sat drinking 
■ whisky aud they talked of their last voyages. 
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Alreadj' when we weut asliore for dinner in the town Uie holls’ 
was tied high up on the yardarm and the masts. 

We had steaks in I,ondouderry that night — steaks such as have 
not been seen in England for years. The pavements were crowded 
with British and American sailors and in the shops you could still ljuy 
fine linen and Donegal tweed. I spent my sweet ration on some hard 
sticky substance and broke a tooth on it as I wandered in horedoiii 
round t];c town next day. As the naval dentist treated me he dis- 
ccnirsed mournfully on teeth in the Navy now — “Not like the teeth you 
used to see.” In the streets the slow, soft, depressing Jrish rain fell 
down. There was slnsh right along the crowded dock-sicles. There 
were no cinemas to go to, no books I wanted in the shops. Trie pubs 
were closed, and the cold cheerless atmosphere of war seemed to have 
reached into the grey houses and choked the feeling of Christmas out 
of the people living there. 

The Exc was a drab and comfortless place while she was iu port, 
even though I had been given the Captain’s cabin, since he would 
naturally sleep in a bunk below the bridge while we were at sea. One 
could not stay aboard or go on shore — there was nothing but coldness 
and cheerlessness and boredom everywhere. 

But iu the end sheer boredom drove me back into Doudonderry on 
this dismal Christmas Eve, and I met _a friend in the Navy who was 
living iu the town. As we dined at his home the rain stopped falling 
and Loitdouderry was suddenly transformed. A huge and boisterous 
crowd of sailors on leave had flooded into the streets. They poured 
off the ships iu their best uuiforius, and uotbing could have baulked 
their determination to be gay. 

A clear lamp-like moon rode over the town and it had touched 
everything with a breathless and unreal loveliuess. It was frosty and 
biting cold on the ramparts, but looking down yon could see how the 
yellow light had touched the wet slate roofs; each homestead chimney 
breathed up the smoke of a peat fire, and this smoke was turned silver 
by the moon as it floated over the river and the town. In the streets 
Ijelow there was a wild conglomeration of noise. Since the American 
sailors bad arrived the street boys had discovered a new trade — shoe 
shining. They waited at the gates to the docks and shouted to the men 
coming ashore, “Clean yer shoes for a tanner, mister,” As they shone 
the shoes the boys would sing to the sailors and their girls in their 
high, clear Irish voices. They sang the old laments and dirges of 
County Antrim, and all this sentimental sadness, worth a tanner now, 
came piping up over the roof-tops to the old stone wall on vyhich we 
were standing. Wifh it caine the caterwauling of many drunken men 
lurching through the dark streets, the high-pitched giggle of the girls, 
the crash of thrown bottles smashing against the sides of houses, and 
many other sounds that may have been oaths or tipsy singing or the 
scraping of trams' or the shuffling of many thousands of feet through 
the slime, , ' 
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Belliud tts a naii'ow sliver ol ligUl sliowecl throtigli a chapel door. 
VVe went inside, and the place was brightly lit and already filling up 
with the congrtgation for the midnight sendee. The organ was playing, 
and as we came outside again into the moonlight this music met the 
dinuken noises coming up from the city and lor a little triumphed 
over them. 

There was a naval officers’ parly in the town, and we went in. The 
guests had been drinking since nightfall, and now they danced or 
swayed or sat about in all the stages of intoxication from hilarity to 
complete vacuity and moroseness. People shoved drinks into your 
hand and forgot you. They began portentous conversations and then 
lost the drift of their talk until it rambled into nothing. One lad kept 
sajdtig to me over and over again, “Dhrink dhrink dhrink.” There 
were not nearly enough girls, and there were not enough with the 
sailors in the streets and the pubs. 

It is alwa5's the same in every British war zone. There are never 
enough girls, and in the end that is probably doing as much damage 
as anything else in this war. The men drink out of loneliness and a 
sense of frustration. They lay about in the gutters ol Ivondonderry that 
night, having achieved what they set out to do — to reach forgetfulness. 

The Exe sailed next day. We sailed alone down the river with 
the tide, and with a weird old Irish pilot at the lieltu who may have 
been eighty or a hundred. He came from the Irish Free State, and there 
could be uo secret about our going since there was de Valera’s neutral 
and brightly lit territory on the left bank of the river. There was 
nothing much to stop German agents from sitting comfortably on the 
bank and reporting the movement of every British warship up and 
down the Foyle. It seemed absurd that a few yards away on the right 
bank, which was the territory of belligerent Northern Ireland, the 
villages w'ere blacked out. 

People passed freely back and forth over the border. Indeed, it 
was a common practice for the inhabitants of Northern Ireland to 
cycle across and buy uniatioued silk stockings and sweets and liquor, 
and, provided you did not go to excess, the Eire customs would wink 
their eyes at the bundles under your coat. 

The river was very narrow and siuuous. Sometimes the old pilot 
called for almost a right-angled turn. Each time we passed another 
warship moored on the hank the Exe's bosun would sound his whistle 
and we would stand to the salute on the bridge. Across the water the 
other vessel’s salute would come back, and it seemed to me then a 
most heartening and dignified farewell. 

_ It was cold, and the manners of the old Free State pilot were cold 
until we stimmoned him a double whisky from the wardroom I Then 
his aged flat face and watery eyes screwed up into a smile. "Merry 
Christmas,’’ he said. The holly was very p-reein and cheerful on the 
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mast. Now that w^e had acluallj' cast off and accepted the eiioriuity of 
going to sea on Christinas Day, every’oue felt brighter. 

The oiler was waiting for ns at the month of the estuary, and the 
crew of the oiler rvas drunk. In some astonishing rvay the master of 
the big ungainly barge had communicated his condition to his ship and 
she lurched about our thin sides like a sailor on the spree. At length 
we were safelj”^ lashed together and the oil began to flow aboard through 
the rubber pipes. 

We had a turkey for our Christmas dinner in the wardroom that 
night. It was the last time the Captain would leave the precincts of 
the bridge until the voyage was done, and he sat there benignly at the 
bead ol the table, a little man in a little ship, and he was the feudal 
master of everj'thing around him. Responsibility seems to lie easily 
on the men in the little ships. Being so few on board, they have a 
sense of freedom and independence. Transports carrying Ihonsands 
of troops and much equipment were at that moment beginning to roll 
out to a rendezvous somew’here, and we were to protect them ; but 
just to-night, in the warm and lighted cabin, this was of no account. 
On this night, too, the crew had their last drinks, for they did not take 
liquor once they were at sea. The sailors were entitled to draw a 
ration of rum every day at sea, but most refused it and accepted instead 
a payment of threeiience. 

In the morning the sea was full of savage, bucketing rollers. We 
bad company now, sloops, another corvette and a destroyer, but of all 
these the A-vs appeared to feel the sea the most. vShe did not even try 
to cope with the waves. She had a most atrocious roil that pulled up 
short at its climax and then suddenly swung back the other way. Not 
for a second was she on an even keel, and there were long hours when 
it was impossible to stand upright without holding on. When every 
few minutes an extra large wave bashed her on the side she shivered 
from one end to the other, and the green sea rushing along the deck 
made a deep, icjr pool in the Captain’s cabin. This water kept rushing 
fi'om side to side between the lockers all day and all night. 

As a boy I had discovered my own cure for sea-sickness and I do 
not recotnmend it to anyone else. It simply consisted of standing bn 
deck until one was frozen to the bone. Then one bolted down to a warm 
bunk and fell asleep as quickly as possible. Since a boy I had never 
been sea-sick, and I had some pride in my record'. The Exe upset all 
.that without delay. I felt terrible on the, wet and freezing bridge and 
much more terrible on the damp and heaving brink. Sleep mercifully 
came for a few hours at a time, but then the thought and sight of food 
sent me rushing to the side, where one at least could be miserably 
alone and wait to die. 

A marvellous sight broke oh the horizon on the second day out — 
the convoy, several great ships, apparently untroubled by the. storm 
and apparently without forward motion. Bor the next week I was 
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going to look out over the starboard side eacli morning and alwa.ys see 
them tbete, riding inajesticallj’ and at ease. They became a constant 
uncliaugeahle backcloth on the western horizon, as though they were 
painted there, always with the commodore’s Ilagship ahead, the others 
spaced at just such a distance out as.teru. 

Tiny warships guarded this vital fleet, and except when we were 
chasing submarines or tailing into new positions for the night we never 
chaiiged our stations — sliips out in front, ships lying abreast ol the 
commodore’s ship, more on either flank and the last bringing up the 
rear. The Exc was po.sted to the port side of the convoy iinmediately 
ahead of a sloop and astern of the destroyer Loyal. 

All day the escort ships talked to one another in Morse with the 
lamps. Onr orders came from the senior officer aboard the Egret, 
which was riding last in the convoy. 

Every so often the wliole convoy would alter course and speed 
according to the weather or the danger or the hour of the day. We 
were a fast convo 3 ' and we had one general order — to get through to 
Oran and Algiers as safely and as quickly as possible. 

For days, wlule the sea heaved tip aud blew itself into a climacteric 
of sleet and wind, aircraft of the coastal command kept passing back 
and forth searching, as wc were, for submarines. Then we steamed 
into calmer seas beyond the reach of aircraft and bes’oud the hope of 
aid if we struck the enemy. 

1 emerged now from my coma and struggled wanly up to the 
bridge, where I heard with some pleasure that a third of the crew had 
been sea-sick as well as myself. It was Sunday moruhig, aud the 
Captain said briskly, "We will have prayers on the after deck at ten 
and try out the guns at eleven. ‘Praise the Eord and pass the ammu- 
nition.’ ’’ The service went quietly forward among the depth-charges, 
aud then the men ran quickly to tire Oerlikous, which had irot been 
tested siuce the previous voyage. “Fire,” said the Captain, aud the 
gunnery officer shouted down the voice-pipe, “Commence, commence, 
commence.” For ten minutes they had .the low clouds full of tracer 
bullets and the din on the bridge was unbelievable. 

, I had come on board dressed in the battledress I used in the winter 
campaigns in the desert, but now, like the officers, I changed into 
those heavy padded overalls that kept the wind out while you are 
afloat and support you on the surface if yon are shipwrecked. Brit 
still it was cold, and two pairs of gloves could scarcely maintain the 
circulation in your hands. 

• Tittle by little, starrding on the bridge all day, I learned some- 
thing of the art of chasiirg submarines, which is probably the most 
desperate battle of wits that modern warfare has provided ye,t. I 
learned that submarines will avoid corvettes and destroyers if they can 
aud aim for the convoy. I lear ned that they prefer to attack on the 
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surface at nightfall and of the means by which they will try to lure the 
escort away before maldng their attack from several different directions 
at once. 

In this fantastic game of chess each side knew roughly where the 
other was moving and in what strength and at what speed and with 
w'hat destination. iEvety mile of tins vast featureless sea was plotted 
and checked and though the U-boat packs spoke to one another below 
water and rarely came to the surface before nightfall, yet they were 
discovered. Somewhere back in Britain there was a wall chart and 
clay by clay a little black speck that was the Exc was moved on its 
course along the wall. iCdually in Uorienl or Brest there was very 
probably a German chart and £xe by now was on that loo. We never 
spoke to Rngland lest we should give away the convoy’s position, 
but they spoke to us, and day by day they knew* each move we were 
making on a pre-arranged plan and they kept us informed. When- 
ever a U-boat pack moved in the Atlantic we were warned. The 
radio kept buzzing with the news of submarines that moved first 
toward us then away from us. It was uncanny, this feeling that the 
enemy was all about us and ready to strike, and yet we could see 
nothing and hear nothing and our eyes were in some control room on 
land a thousand miles away. 

By radio location and the Asdic we kept peering endlessly into 
our immediate sea as we went along. The Asdic fascinated me. 

Crouching iu the dark little cabin there beneath the bridge you 
had the feeling that your nerve centres were projected ont and down 
into the deep water. Mechanically one grew able to measnie the 
sound of the electric impulses going ont — ping-iug-ing-. . .ping-ing-ing... 
piug-ing-iiig , . . ping-ing-ing. So long as the rhythm kept up it was 
all right, nothing was there. But once it was interrupted then the 
echo sounded back and there was an interval iu the rhy tlim. It sounded 
something like “Ping . . . ping-ping. Ping . . . ping-ping. Ping . . , 
ping-ping." These lacunas showed as gaps in the steady line a mecha- 
nical needle was tracing in ink across a chart, so one had a double 
check. But it took much sensKivily and training to know when in 
fact one had a submarine. 

Our first alarm rang through the ship on the fourth day. For some 
time we had beeu enviously watching the other corvettes go tearing off 
in pursuit of clues, and we had been feeling rather like the fisherman 
who never gets a bite while his friends keep hauling thein in aff the 
lime. But now in the dark, late afternoon I was jerkeii out of my 
sleep by that insistent whistle. One never took off all one’s blothes 
at sea, but still one had to fumble for gloves, and overalls and then 
climb through the lurching ship to the bridge.. The men were already 
on the guns and at the depth-charges. The tiny bridge was, crowded. 
Out speed had increased enormously and we had changed ■ direction 
away from the popvoy. A black pennant was being pulled to .fhe, 
m'‘stbp''(l to wflrn the .other vessels.we vstete P’oing to attack,' In the 
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stern I could see llie men knocking back Ike safety catckes on the big 
barrel-shaped deptii-charges and getting extra detonators ready. 

“Pattern,” said the Captain, and “Pattern” one of the officers 
repeated down the voice-pipe. In the stern they set the charges to 
spray out over the sea. 

The Asdic at the Captain’s feet was switched on to the loud- 
speaker, and if one leaired down out of the fierce wind one could hear 
its broken echo. Suddenly one of the men shouted that he had lost 
contact. I could tell no difference in the rhythm of the echo, but the 
man kept moving about the direction of his instrrtmeuls, trying to pick 
up the contact again. 

“Fire,” said the Captain, and he nodded as he said it. The big 
barrels went out almost lazily over the air. They appeared to t)oise 
for a minute in mid-career and then they plopped into the waves 
clumsily and heavily, and the white wake flowed over them. It was no 
use tensing yourself for the explosions. They were much worse than 
you expected. At several points the sea humped itself into shivering 
green hillocks and on the aides of these hillocks the pattern of foam 
and spume that had formerly rested horizontally on the water was now 
suspended vertically and distorted into weird shapes. Then each 
hillock burst asimder into millions of particles and changed from green 
into sparkling white, so that now it looked like a tall tree after a heavy 
fall of snow. With the bursting came the noise and a strange rasping 
shudder that raked the keel from one end of the ship to the other, and 
for a moment you felt she was about to sink. 

“Two hundred and ten revolutions,” said the Captain, and he 
changed course so rapidly a great green wall of water raced waist-high 
across the tiieu fighting to get a new pattern of charges ready in the 
stern. 

“Pattern ready,” said the officer at the other end of the lube. 

“Fire,” said the Captain, The barrels floated out lazily again. 

Twisting and turning and changing speed we tried again and again 
to pick up the echo but it was gone. 

You do not claim a submarine unless you have something very 
definite to show for it. A piece of human body preserved in the ship’s 
refrigerator — that is the sort of evidence the Admiralty re<tnires. It is 
not enough to say that oil rose to the surface or that you saw the sub- 
marine go into a vertical dive. So no submarine was claimed here and 
we steamed back to our station beside the convoy. The black pennant 
came down from the mast and the men left their action stations. 

We were not entirely out to sink U-boats. If we kept them down 
that would be enough. Kept down aud away by the ring of corvettes 
and destroyers, the submarines would have no chance to fire ; and the 
way to keep them down was to depth-charge every suspicious sounding. 

That night we had news of a U-hoat pack in the Atlantic. It had 
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hovered for the past few days in uiid-ocean, apparently awaiting iu- 
forinatiou. Meanwhile two convoys were at sea — ours and another slow 
convoy of sinall freighters which was making tor America with ordinary 
civilian cargoes from Britain which would keep up our credit abroad. 
If one of the convoys was to be attacked then it was preferable that it 
should be the American one. And now to-night there came word that 
the American convoy had been spotted by the U-boats. 

Hour by hour the news came in. Always the submarines were 
getting closer to the other convoy'. With the slow and paralysing 
inevitability of a classic tragedy' the pack closed in on the freighteis. 

The Admiralty in Loudon knew they were about to attack, the 
U-boat command in Germany knew it, we knew it — and there was 
nothing whatever we could do about it. The freighters had to fight 
out their battle alone and unaided, since no British warship could cross 
to them in lime and no aircraft could reach them. They were remote 
from the whole world, a private extension of the war. 

As we waited the alarm signals rang again through the Exe. It 
was icy dark now and, groping out of the warmth of the cabin to the 
bridge, the wiud seemed to sound more shrilly' and the black water 
was forbidding and malicious. Stray U-boats were about us despite the 
fact that a pack had gone off in the opposite direction. There was a 
ragged and misty patchwork of blown clouds that sometimes turned 
silver but never parted enough to let the full light of the moon come 
through. One could see only the vague outliue of some of the other 
ships in the convoy and no lights showed. Peering around through this 
silver and eerie semi-darkness, you could imagine y'ou saw the shapes 
of a dozen conning-lowers in liie waves, but then the waves felt back 
and revealed nothing but the empty and interminable sea. 

“Well, I’m damned if I know what’s going on,” said the Captain, 
and he again asked the Asdic and the radio location crews if they bad 
picked up anything. 

"Nothing, sir.” 

The alarm had come from one of the destroyers, and now without 
warning a lighted shell of incredible brilliance burst out of the sea to 
our starboard bow and was followed by another and another. These 
shells mounted to the floor of the low clouds, throwing off a purple 
light as they swept upward. At their extreme height the parachute 
flares were released and above each flare, was a propeller that regulated 
the descent. As the propellers turned they interrupted the flow of 
purple light on to the, clouds, so it appeared as though we were looking 
at some fantastic cinema screen that .stretched across the whole sky 
above. For ten minutes, like the spokes of a moving wheel, the. 
alternate pillars of darkness and light whirled furiously around the 
clouds and, down below, the A'jce slid through a purple sea. ' , ' 

“Mv goodness , .me>” said the' Captain ,, lightly. “Now, who did 
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that ?” As he spoke the cIeslro5'er Loyal eiiiergeil siulcleuly frojn the 
darkness ami began to move across our bows. She was travelling at 
lantaslic speed, the grey foam fl3’ing out astern, and sire was a lovely 
siK'er streak in the black and purple water. She bonuded aud heaved 
herself forward almost iu the niotiou of a gres’hound, aud we cursed 
her hearLil.y as we changed course just iu time to let her by. Clearly 
\.]xe. Loyal thought she had found something aud was shooting flares in 
the hope of catching a submarine on the surface. 

But again, while we waited in the freezing wind, nothing came 
out of it. 

Twice more that night I bundled out of my bunk as the whistles 
sounded, and I was still on the bridge when the morning broke aud 
oue after another the outliues of the other ships took solid shape. 
I counted the transports quickly. Tlies^ were all there. On the radio 
came the news that the other convoy had taken the fnll shock of the 
U-boat attack. A few ships were sunk. The rest of the convoj' had 
scattered. 

It was too late for the pack to turn back aud catch us, but from 
now on we were constantly getting alarms. Sometimes depth-charge 
explosions would fly up from the wakes of the other escort ships. 
Sometimes, like terriers in a dog-fight, all the little ships would scurry 
across the sea, criss-crossing one another’s wakes. Once we raced 
past one of the great transports and saw the troops iu thousaiids 
watching us from the high decks. We had a bund le of mail 

on board, and she came alongside us and fired a rocket-gun over our 
stern as we sailed along. But the weather was still rough and only a 
cylinder of vital documents could be passed across the rope. Egret 
signalled us that she would wait for her mail until we got to port, 
and disconsolately she steamed back to her station. 

It was growing warmer now though still the waves continued. 
We expected to meet trouble, at the approaches to the Straits of 
Gibraltar, since that was the obvious place for the submarines to con- 
centrate. I was reading in my bnuk when a message came down that 
the Captain wanted to see me on the bridge. For a change he was 
not very light-hearted. 

“I have some bad news for you,” he said. "We have just received 
orders to leave the convoy and go hack to l/oudonderry immediately.” 

Now, this was a' sharp disappointment for everyone. It meant 
that the crew was going to miss the excitement of the Mediterranean 
and the chance of a spell ashore in the sunshine; it meant much more 
time at sea for them as they would almost certainly have to set out with 
another. convoy immediately ; it meant Egret was not going to get her 
mail; it meant they were going to have a lonely and boring trip home, 
and much hard work at the worst time of year ; and it meant that my 
own arrival in North Africa was going to be delayed at least another 
month. 

Typically, the Captain appeared to be, more concerned about me 
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tliau ans'thing else, “it’s too bad,” be said. "I am afraid we have let 
yon down badly.” He sent off a signal saying be bad myself and thirty 
ratings bound for Algiers, and could he not at least drop us at 
Gibraltar ? But no, it was no good, Exe bad to get back. 

“i’ll tell you what,” said the Captain, “if you like to risk it I will 
ask Loyal to come alongside and we will see if we can’t get you across 
to her in a whaler. The trouble is the weather’s too bad; but we can 
try it.” 

You will never gel the men in the little ships to abandon anything 
so long as lliere is the ghost of a chance. The weather frankly w'as 
outrageously bad for this sort of antic. But off went the signal to 
Loyal, out came the bosun piping for the whaler’s crew and down I 
went to the cabin to throw mj' kit together. 

When I got back on deck Loyal was coming up on our lee to make 
what calm water she could between the two vessels. The heavy 
w'haler was slung out over Exc's port side, level with the deck. The 
mate tied a bulky cork life-jacket round my shoulders and I clambered 
into the stern sheets with my baggage. My kit at this time was a thing 
of pride and joy to me, selected as a result of three years’ campaign- 
ing— a flat metal typewriter bought in Macy’s in New York that winter, 
a soft cowhide kit-bag made in the native quarter in Cairo and stuffed 
with such Ihiugs as shirts and a large silver whisky-flask, a feather- 
weight metal stretcher bed and a fleece-lined canvas sleepiug-bag 
just bought in Fortnum and Mason’s in London. 

It takes years and much travel to design and buy a perfect camp- 
ing kit, to discover the little things like substituting a light camel-hair 
dressing-gown for a heavy A^riny blanket; and this was my dream kit, 
the result of a voyage round the world. Down it all went into the 
bilge water in the stern of the whaler. 

The boat’s crew was ready. Each of us gripped a, guiding rope 
with which to ease the whaler down on to the water. But now that 
Exc and Loyal had almost stopped, the sea appeared really mon- 
strous — or it did to me at any rate, sitting in the whaler. At one 
moment we would be poised twenty or thirty feet in mid-air, then, as 
the Exc rolled and the sea came up, we would have the waves rushing 
about ns. The idea was to wait until the sea came up to ns and then 
lower quickly away, and so fall back gently with the declining wave, 
The men of both Exe and Loyal crammed the decks to watch this un- 
usually diverting sport in mid-Atlantic. Too far off to see what was 
happening, tlie convoy steamed on indifierently. 

A young mountain of water came lunging up the side of Exe. 
“Let go,” snapped the mate. The men on the pulleys relaxed their 
grip, and it worked like a charxii^ — but only in lire stern- sheets. My 
end of. the whaler rushed down to meet the wave, the other end stuck 
fast — the pulley jathttied. This left the. whaler, and us in it suspended 
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almost vertically clown the side of the corvette, and the wave fell back 
withovtt its buTcleii. In the act of falling with the stern sheets some 
ten foot of corded guiding rope had run through my clenched hand, 
removing most of the finger-prints. 

The next three or four minutes, while the men fought to release 
the jammed pulley, were unpleasant. Each wave that rose half 
capsized the boat and the cold sea water poured in. It was certain 
that we were going to go overboard when suddenly the pulley gave 
way aucl, with a rush and a hang, the whaler hit the' water. By some 
miracle we fell only a lew feet and hit the sea the right side up. The 
crew grabbed the oars and pulled away. 

We had about a cpiarter of a mile to gel across to the Loyal, but 
this seemed much longer because we were constantly losing sight of 
both ships in the hollows of the sea. Moreover, the blood from my 
hand kept staining the water in the boat a vivid red, making me feel 
things were much worse than they actually were. 

In the end we were washed across; and now the full difficulty of 
our undertaking was apparent. At one moment we would be level 
with Loyal’s bridge and then, after a descent at the speed of an electric 
lift, we would find ourselves almost surveying the barnacles on her 
keel. We tried approaching from several different directions, but it 
was no good; the deck always slid past too fast and there was some 
danger that we should be smashed against the destroyer’s side and 
capsized, 

‘Tl’s bloody well impossible,” quoth one of the boat's crew, and I 
fervently agreed with him. 

From the bridge of his ship Loyal's Captain shouted down through 
a megaphone at me a remark which I considered downright frivolous 
at the time — "l don’t see yoit taking any notes.” 

, The sailors ou Loyal had now flung a rope net over the side. A 
lucky wave threw us forward; fright gave me wings; I sprang up 
and out of the w'haler and clutched the net, and the whaler vanished 
below. A dozen hands dragged me on deck. Then the kit. The bed- 
roll and the typewriter came up damply and easily on a rope, but the 
handle of the kit-bag gave stitch by stitch as it was hauled over the 
yawning sea. I was far bej’ond caring much, nevertheless it was 
fascinating to see the last stitch give waj' just as a sailor made a grab at 
the bag and missed. Someone else below got his hand on the falling 
bag and there I was, baggage and all, aboard the destroyer. 

The whaler’s crew put safely back. Loyal’s engine-room hells 
clanged and she leapt on her course. Down in the surgery the doctor 
put a strong whisky in my left baud and got to work on the right. I 
felt at home again. 

That evening a signal flashed across frotu the diminishing out- 
line of the Bxe. , She was already miles away. 1 have kept, the signal. 
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It was from Exe's Captain and it said simply, “Sorry you bad such a 
rough passage. We all enjoj^ed having you on board and wish you all 
good luck in Africa." 

Poor little Exe. I have not seen hide nor hair of you since that day. 
Wherever you are sailing, if you still sail— and even if you don’t — 
you carry^ every good wish which I am capable of wishing. I know I 
w'ill be welcome in your wardroom wherever we meet in this war. And 
for what it is worth you have my unbounded admiration and respect. 

You may remember, Captain, standing with me on the bridge one 
day looking down at your butchers and bakers and bank clerks who 
were toiling in the waist of the ship. Watching them, 5’’0u suddenly 
said with such convinced pride and without any aHectation; “The salt 
of the earth.” 

With complete agreement let us have that here in print — “The 
salt of the earth.” 


5 

Gibraltar 


A BOARD the Loyal it was the same routine except that everything 
was on a larger scale. She was one of the latest of our destroyers. 
I slept on the bench in the wardroom aft, and all night I could hear 
the propellers wrenching and tugging at the water, making a perpetual 
battle with the sea. When we were ordered to increase speed and go 
into Gibraltar ahead of the convoy to oil, it almost seemed that the 
great power in the ship would burst her open. 

There were no corridors below deck connecting the forward and 
the after ends of the vessels, and so to get from the wardroom to the 
bridge one had to navigate a difficult journey along the upper deck, 
which was often awash. By day you could hold on to the guiding rope 
and it was easy enough; but at night when the alarms sounded you 
could see nothing, and you skidded about uncertainly on the slippery 
decks. 


Mostly I stayed aft now, since it was so much trouble to get to 
the bridge. They gave me an unofficial job of looking after the detona- 
tors for the depth-charges when we were in action. It was simply a 
matter of standing there in the wet with the little wooden boxes in my 
hands while the others did the heavy worfc bf hoisting the depth-charges 
into position for firing! 
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All aircraft circled romul, aud as we traiued onr gnus on it the 
watchers shouted it was British, Then a gull came out aud swept 
round the ship. We were getting very near to land. 

When at length we passed into the straits at nightfall everything 
was much the same as I remembered it during the vSpanish War — 
Tangier and Ceuta on the right, both brightly lit, and then Tarifa to 
the left, another beaded string of lights. Then into the liarbour, 
Spanish Algeciras on one side, the Rock on the other side, with 
Gibraltar town clinging on the slopes below. Very little had changed. 
Gibraltar was not even blacked out. For me Gibraltar had always 
meant war. When I had first been here, six years before. Franco’s 
troops were figbliug their wa 3 ' round to Malaga. There had been shoot- 
ing ill La Liuea and Algeciras, and the British, sitting on their Gihraltat 
terraces in the isolation of neutrality, had watched the pleasant spectacle 
across the bay ol the fires aud the tracer bullets. Well, now it was the 
other way about. The Spanish were sitting placidly on the patios and 
watching us. 

The harbour was much the same except that it was more crowded, 
and there were more sailors and soldiers about on the docks, more war 
evers'where. 

Later in the year General Ma,soti Macfarlaue, the Governor of the 
Rock, took me on a day’.s lour through the deleiices. For years miners 
imported from the Roefc^’ Mountains of Canada had been at work driv- 
ing a vast network of tunnels through the living rock. It is a stagger- 
ing thing to see, this underground fortress. Gibraltar now, in an 
emergeiicj’", can close up like a clam aud live its life underground. 
I walked along miles of two-way subterranean roads and saw hospitals 
aud food dumps, workshops and railways buried beyond the reach of 
any bomb or shell. We walked clean through the Rock and, coming 
out of a hole on the face of the precipice, looked down into Spain to the 
north, out into the Mediterranean in the east and the Atlantic in 
the west. 

Caves as big as cinema theatres have been gouged out along the 
underground roads and sometimes stalactites hang weirdly from the 
ceiling among the shell-cases and the guns. Great reservoirs of icy 
rainwater lie in the centre of the Rock. It is all built on a much 
greater scale thaii anything in the old Maginot Line. 

Gibraltar had become a major cross-roads of Hie war. It was the 
place where , you were quite apt to meet a diplomat from Russia, a 
general from Washington,, or a cabinet minister from London, and 
every night half a dozen celebrities sat down at the Governor’s table. 

There are tnaris' secrets about Gibraltar which 1 am not per- 
mitted to write about here. One of the strange things aborrt these secrets 
was that the Germans knew most of them. Enemy agents sat in La 
Lines, a few hundred yards away, and presumably telephoned Berlin 
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all the good news about the Rock — how many ships came in and how 
many went off into the Mediterranean, and so on. 

This had once been a pleasant corner of the world, where one 
could go iishing round at Torremolinos or wander through the sun- 
shine to Malaga for the swimming. In the fondas in the warm hills 3'on 
could sit lor hours over Valdepenas wine and Spanish omelettes, sherry 
and shrimps. But Spain was hungry now. Suddenly feeling verj- 
fed-up with tlie war, I went hack to the wardroom and fell asleep. 

When I woke we were already al sea again and trying to catch up 
with the rest of the convoy that had passed through the straits in the 
night. We were travelling faster than I had ever travelled at sea 
before. In clear, sparkling weather Loyal was letting herself ont with 
nearly everything she had. 

It was ail uplifting excitement. At forti’ miles an hour we ploughed 
a long while furrow through the sea. The spray turned into millions 
of flashing diamond points in the snnlight and burst far over the bridge ; 
all the stern sheets were tinder rushing water, and as the waves came 
up we cut them clean in half and leaped on the waves beyond. On 
the bridge that morning one felt a sense of tremendous coufideiiee and 
light-hearteduess, a feeling compounded of speed and sunshine and 
the sea. 

When we turned, half the ship went niider water. It came racing 
and bumping in a massive plastic wall against the torpedoes and the 
gun turrets, and it was full of coloured green lights. Loyal shook 
lierself and got free of the burden and the water streamed away from 
her sides in cascades. 

There was a man, a young bluejacket, standing amidships working 
on tlie torpedoes when we made one of these skating turns. He had 
his hack to the oncoming rush of water. Surely, one thought, he sees, 
he knows, he has his grip tight on something. At the last split second 
we realized on the bridge he did not know, he bad no grip. Several 
men cried sharph' to him, but their shouts, already too late, were 
drowned in the roar of the wave. There must have been twenty' or 
thirty tons of water travelling at least forty miles an hour in that wave 
and its force was unbelievable. It picked up two shell-casings from 
their lashings and crumpled the solid steel, it gathered up a line of 
steel fittings and flung them overboard, it tore a spare motor-boat 
engine out of its steel ropes and smashed it through a lifeboat. And it 
grabbed the boj’' and tossed him into the sea. 

He made one cry as he weut through the ropes on the starboard 
side. Tlien there was a moment when you could , see one arm raised 
in the swirling waves of the wake. 

Ror half.an hour we doubled back on our course and cruised 
around, but already the drowning boy was a mile back by the lime we 
bad turned and there was never any hope for him. 



43 + 


AFRICAN trilogy: 


So tiiuit-cessar3' and unexpected a death rinieteued the whole ship. 
A grini-faced little .si'iuad of shipmates patched up the place where the 
boj’ had Jalleu thii/uijl). 

An hour or two later we cau!;hL the convoy. It had grown much 
larger by additions from Gibraltar, and the sea was full of ships 
wherever r-ou loolced — even ships coming in the opposite direction, 
from Oran and Algiers. The fleet was out. Over against the French 
c(jast the Roihu'y's great bulk .showed against the cliffs, and astern of 
her two airci aft-carriers and still another battleship. They moved 
through a wide screen of cruisers and destroj-ers — a majestic sight. 

We were at the first degree of readiness all this time, since enemy 
aircraft were about and we were in bomber range from ItalJ^ Around 
the gnus we pulled mi white anti-flash gloves and hoods, so that the 
ship’s company began to look like a gathering of the Ku-Klux-TClan. 
Far off to the north-west, near the Italian coast, we could hear the 
distant sound of guuCre. Over out sector the protective screen of 
British fighters flew lazily back and forth. 

Some of oiir convoy turned into Oran that night. Ironicalls’, hav- 
ing come all this waj’, one of the Iransporls fouled another near the 
entrance to the hatbonr, and only with great luck and better judgment 
were the big two ships and their cargoes got to the docks. The rest 
of us — destroyers, cruisers, aircraft-carriers, battleships, freighters, 
oilers and transports — sailed on to Algiers. 

In line astern this armada rounded the last headland and moved 
into the channel of the port. Algiers at any time i.s a beautiful sight 
from tire sea. To-daj' it glistened. Row on row of big while buildings 
climbed up to the hills above the bay. The while inosques of the kasbah, 
gleaming in the morning sunshine, made a wavering reflection in the 
transparent sea,. 

I had seen this vision only once before — when I crossed to North 
Africa on the Italian liner Saturiiia, during the Spanish War. Algiers 
seemed to have grown since then. For two and a half years it had lieeu 
shut off from the rest of the world behind the Axis wall. Now it was 
open and free again with a great fleet at its docks. The tricolour floated 
very bravely from the roof of the po.st office. 

Two rouud;eyed English boys who had never been out of England 
before were detailed to carry my kit ashore. They stepped very 
cautiously through the hubbub on the docks. Mounting the long ramp 
to the Hotel Alelti they gazed with increasing ujonder at the palm 
trees, the flamboyant Algerian cavalrymen, the piled-up fruit barrows, 
the black boys who' wanted to clean their shoes, and the Arab women 
who sidled past with coloured veils over their faces. They screwed 
their heads round, trying to see everything at once, and drew back in 
embarrassment when tfle street vendors offered tliem necklaces and 
fly-vyhisks. ■ . 

, These were two, of the boys whom I had seen w'orkiug waislrdcep 
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al the (leptli-cliatges ou the destroyer. In the last few da3's they had 
had only four or five hours’ sleep. Thej’ had done their part in fight- 
ing the U-boats all the way from Euglainl and they had been riuite 
uu moved and unafraid. I was glad lliej' were getting ashore, if onljr 
for an hour or two. 

“Uook,” I said wheu we got to the hotel, “here are some Erench 
I vanes. Vou are not expected back al the ship for an hour. Have a 
look around the town.” 

The elder of the two, the one who actually fired the d.epth-c!iarge, 
considered it for a moment. 

“No, sorr, thauk 3-011, "he said. “You never know what will happen 
in these furrin’ parts. I think we better be gettin' back to the ship.” 

In the lounge of the hotel I came quite unexpectedly on the O. C. 
troops aud his adjutant who had sailed with me in Zola to Canada. It 
seemed that they, loo, had just arrived iu Algiers and in the same 
COUV03-. They had travelled in one of the large transports. 

“Dull trip," said the adjutant. “Nothing ev'er seems to happen on 
these couvo3's.” 


PART TWO: THE FOREGROUND 


6 

Algiers 

TN the last week of the old 3'eara slim and dark French boy with a 
sensitive face, named Bonnier de la Chapelle, climbed up the steep" 
road that runs from Algiers town toward the St, George Hotel, 

Half-way up he paused before the building which Admiral Darlan 
had made his headquarters, and went inside. He asked b3'' name for a 
3'ouug friend of his who was a junior official in the building. The girl 
at the reception desk showed him how to make out a form requesting 
an interview with his friend, and presently he was shown up. , 

The boy stayed pnly a few minutes, and, returning to his home in 
the town where he lived withhis parents, he took from his room a service' 
revolver of the type that the Spauihfa arras makers, used to .supply , to 
the French Government a few years ago. He clipped the breaqh 
open and saw thgt it contained six bullets'. Then he put the revolver 
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into his overcoat pocket, ate lunch and returned to the Admiral’s head- 
quarters. It was by now nearly mid-afternoon. 

Again the boy’- asked to see his friend, and when he had filled up 
another form he was again invited to mount the stairs. This lime he 
did not go to the friend’s roojn, Imt continued straight to the Aduiiral’s 
office, which, apparently, he had discovered on his earlier visit that 
morning. 

The Admiral’s secretary, a French girl, said that her chief was out. 

“Never mind,” the boy said. “I will wait.” 

. The girl put a cigarette into her mouth and asked de la Chapel le 
for a light. He drew a box of matches out of his pocket, and having 
lit her cigarette he said, “Here, take the box, miss.” This was quite a 
gesture in a town where matches were rarer than precious metals, 
but in no other way was the boy’s behaviour irnusual. He looked 
composed and at ease as he strolled tip and down the corridor waiting 
for the Admiral. 

Darlan came in with his aide-de-camp, walking briskly. When he 
had all but passed, the boy touched him lightly on the sleeve and said, 
“tf’Amiral. . .?” Darlan paused and half turned. As he turned, de la 
Chapelle drew his gun, which was already cocked, and fired three 
shots diagonally across the Admiral’s chest. Darlan slumped on to 
the floor almost without a cry and died soon afterwards. The boy 
meanwhile ran swiftly back into the office where the girl had risen in 
alarm from her desk. The A. D. C. followed him. 

As de la Chapelle swung his leg over the office window he took 
careful aim again and fired three bullets at the A. D. C.’s legs. The 
A. D. C. fell with a crash and de la Chapelle dropped into the courtyard 
outside. 

Many guards and gendarmes had been posted round the building, 
and a group of these, startled by the firing, now rounded the corner 
and seized the boy before he could escape to the roadway. Only 
vaguely realizing what had happened from the cries of the girl and the 
wounded A. D. C., the gendarmes started to beat up their struggling 
captive, and officials came tunning in panic from all over the building. 
The boy’s friend sbouted to the gendarmes from the window to stop 
their batou-play, aud the captive was brought into the building wdthout 
further molestation. 

When the doctors had done what they could for the two men who 
had been shot, all the senior French Generals and administrators who 
happened to he in Algiers were summoned. They at once sat as a 
court martial — General Giraud, General Nogu&s aud a number of 
others. No fcommunicatiou was sent to General Eisenhower or the 
A.llies’ headquarters at the St. George Hotel, and headquarters, in fact, 
did not hear of the matter until the late afternoon. 

, Meanwhile the court martial decided to sentence de la Chapelle to 
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life iiiiprisonmeut. A small minorilj', led by General Nogucis, violently 
dissented from this decision and forced a reopening of the case. Tvate 
that night the sentence was altered to death by the firing si'inad. 

The boy remained in his cell all night in an exalted state of mind 
and appeared to be full of reckless coufiileuce, not only in his owJi 
fate, but in the rightness of what he had done. He asked to see his 
parents, but this was refused. He then sent a message to the A. I). C. 
apologizing for having shot him and explaining that his rinarrel lay only 
with the Admiral. Allied headquarters made no real attempt to in- 
tervene, and the brencli leaders continued to treat the affair as 
entirelj" a French military matter in which no foreigner coulil interfere. 

In the morning a priest was sent to talk to tlie boy and prepare 
him for his death. But de la Chapelle’s confidence was quite unshaken. 
“They will not shoot me,” he cried ; “I have liberated France.” 

It was in vain that the priest acquainted him with the verdict and 
sought to make the boy realize that he had only a few hours to live 
and that the firing squad was even then being assembled. 

“They may send the firing squad,” de la Chapelle said. “They 
may go through the whole performance of shooting me, but yon will 
see, the bullets will be blank cartridges.” 

In the end he accepted final absolution, but he continued to 
protest: “They will not shoot me. They will use blank cartridges.” 
Precisely twenty-four hours after the assassination of Darlan, de la 
Chapelle was taken out of his cell and shot. 

One day there may be monuments erected all over France for 
Bonnier de la Chapelle, but in Algiers that day only the wildest cons- 
ternation reigned. The military landing had been made on November 
8th at the three key-points, Casablanca, Oran and Algiers, and there 
was every sign that it was going to stick. Fven the fall of Tunis was 
envisaged for the following week. But the political plot, the plot to 
win over the Vichy leaders to our cause, was now bursting wide open at 
its seams and giving offence to nearly everybody except the Germans. 

Mr. Robert Murphy, the United States Minister, an Irish Catholic 
of considerable ability and charm, had already lived through a very 
trying time and now found himself without the machinery or the 
trained assistants to cope with a situation that was dangerous and 
rapidly getting wprse. The outcry against Darlan had reached full 
pitch both in America and England. The friendly neutrals were 
indignant. The Axis propaganda was making great play with the crisis, 
and now seized upon the assassination as a proof of the perfidy of the 
Allies and as a means to turn the’ hesitating French back iutb ' the 
German alliance. Nazi troops were at that monient flooding through 
unoccupied France. Val,uable units of the French fleet had beeh 'tthable 
to get away from Toulon and were now either' uselessly scuttled or, at 
the disposal of ,the enemy. Moreover, disquieting news' tame in of 
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more Geriiiau troops being itislied to Tunisia b3' air. Mr. Mtirph3' 
rvas faced with a situation which was impossible lor one man to lianclle, 
and there was at that time no senior Brilisli diplomat on the spot to 
assist him. Nor was he getting much coherent advice from the Slate 
Department iji Washington where stich a grave abortion of the Vichy 
plan had not been foreseen. 

And so in bewilderment, 'confusion and haste and entirel3' under 
tlie pressure of events was fashioned the Allied design for dealing with 
the French ualioa and iiresumabb'' with the other occupied countries 
throughont the world. 

From the first tlie Allied antlioiilies stack to the firm official line 
which has never since been altered; “Darlan just happened to be in 
Kortli Africa attending his d5’ing sou. We had not intended to deal 
with him, but since he was on the spot and manifestly the senior 
Frenchman we were compelled to use him. Had we not adopted 
Darlan, lhon.sauds of soldiers’ lives might have been lost, the landings 
might have been seriously delas'ed and we might have been forced to 
continue for months fighting in Morocco and Algeria.” 

There was another point that was developed later : “We are not 
invading or occup3’ing French territory. France is our alls^ enjoying 
egual rights. French politics are the concern of the French alone.” 

With relief Mr. Murphy lutned to the only course open to him. 
He asked General Giraud to step into the Admiral’s place. Now 
General Giraud was b3' no means anxious at that time to become the 
new Frencli leader in defiance of his old friend Marshal Pdlain. His 
flight from the German cell at Konigsberg and France by submarine 
to Gibraltar and his final emergence in this political madhouse in 
Algiers had left him shaken and uncertain. He was at first without 
his uniform, the symbol of anthorily, and he felt uncomfortable and 
ill at ease arriving in civilian clothes. No great fuss liad been made 
locally of his coming. He protested, "I cau’t do it. I have no 
following.” 

But in the enforced absence of de Gaulle, who was not wanted by 
the Allied Governments, Giraud was our man and no other would do. 
The minor ex-Vichy figures, Bergeret of the air staff, Yves Chatel, the 
military governor of Algiers, and otherSi were rapidly propelled into 
.the breach to persuade Giraud to take over. Reluctantly he agreed, 
and temporarils’- at least the situation was saved. The British had 
nothing against the old General apart from the rapidly being forgotten 
fact that he was one of the leaders of the French Army that collapsed 
in 1940.' Indeed, there was widespread admiration for the old man’s 
indomitable escapes from Germany. At least he was a soldier who had 
not dirtied his hands in politics' as Darlan had. 

Without concealment the British cheered the , happy assassination 
. of the Admiral and applauded the apt appointmeuit of the General. In 
America, too, there was, satisfaction. 

„ Since an iron censorship had closed down in Aleiers, very few 
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peopiti Iw'iie liai.1 any clear iiotiou ol the niosl iiitricale aiul dark 
politics tliat were fiuin.'^ fiu in North Africa. 

Having- got their new ehainpioii in the chair, Yves Chatei, Dergeret 
ami their coiiipaiiinns went one step further. The ile Oaullist inove- 
nie lit was to them a far greater danger than the Germans. The;, at 
once warned Girand that de Gaitllists were dangerously at laii-e in 
North Africa and that a plot to take the General’s life in the .same way 
as the Admiral’s was on foot. Giiatul acted as any gi,iieral would act 
ill the circnmstauces. He gave orders that the daug.-rous cliaraclcrs 
should he rounded iij) and imprisoned. Not witlimit logic the General 
askcil himself, “How can I fight the Germans in Tunisia when I am 
ihrcalcin-.d in niy own headciuartcrs?” 

And that is how the people who had helped us laud, the Krencii- 
meii who were anti-Fascist since the days of the Spanish war, came to 
be imprisoned. Clearly this was going too far — indeed, the plot at this 
time was always either slopping short or running ahead ol itsell. 
Mr. Murphy protested about tlie arresl.s. 

“What?” said the General shortly. “Do yon not trust me?” 

Just about this time I arrived in Algiers and saw the General for 
the first time. His mere appearance explained a great deal. Of all 
the gradtiales of the military academy of Paint Cyr you could scarcely 
conceive a more polished specii-nen than this. They were a ckjsed and 
select group, the Saiut Cjt: generals — Wei'gaiid, Gameliu, Georges, 
Nogn^s were all there^ — men of breeding and strict faith. Of them all 
Girand was by far the most distinguished in appearance, immensely 
tall for- a Frenchman, he had never let himself go to seed, and now in 
his late sixties he had' the slim and graceful figure of a young cavalry- 
man. His greyish uniform with the very long tunic and the broad 
brown stripe down the trousers was immaculate. In every detail he 
was precise, formal, stiff and unbending. He appeared to have 
emerged directly from the barber’s shop. His small, bird-like head was 
beautifully groomed, and he held hiinsself with just a touch of arrogance 
and independence that oiily comes from having been a long time in 
command. He spoke in a light, clipped voice, without gestures, very 
clearly aud distinctly. Perhaps he was unusually, icy that morning 
hecau.se he was meeting the Press, under protest, but on every other 
occaision I have seen him he had .that same unruffled and slightly 
truculent composure. 

Girand, before anythiuif else, was- a general of the old Firench 
school, de-vout, rigidly conservative, the devotee of a set niilitary co'de 
of behaviour, a cultivated and severe man who abhorred lawlessness 
in anything, in appearance, in manner, in behaviour or in thinking. 
He had been an opponent of the Jews, of the Communists, of all left- 
wing and' untidy movements, ■ but he was never rabid aboitt theift; 
because in his code politics were a slightly shabby form Of,- activity 
lying outside the soldier’s life. He had never been seriously fpreed to 
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bother about politics ; he father prided liiiiiself that lie was still no 
politician and stressed the matter in his speeches. He was, as a result, 
a little unsnbtle, a little narrow and iiitrausiseul and very vulnerable 
indeed to the desig'iis of the skilled political manipulators who at that 
moment W'ere Hooding into Algiers. 

The General was a man with an id&e fixe. He wanted to destroy 
the German, Army. All his long life the French Army bad been pitted 
in some way against the Germans. The defeat of the Germans w'as 
theretorc a technical test of the excellence or otherwise ol the French 
Army and of the calibre of its generals. He was physically without fear 
and beyond corruption. And now in the evening of his life, after a 
most humiliating setback to his strong military pride, he saw a 
vision — the vision of General Giraud riding his white horse once again 
as a cougneror through the streets of his old garrison at Metz. Giraud 
looked forward to that moment with an almost religious passion. He 
had stripped off his medals and said he would not wear them again 
until he had made good his pledge. If, after this book is published, 
you hear of the General inaWng his entry into Metz, you will know 
that there is at least one man on earth who conceives he has made the 
perfect poetic conchrsiou to his life. 

It was therefore irritating for him to be bothered with political 
troubles during these bright winter days when it was so necessary to 
press ou with the war. When Philip Jordan of the Ne%'s Chronicle 
asked him during a press conference one day if he was going to relax 
the anti-Jewish laws, he answered tartly : 

“That is nothing to do with you, monsieur,” 

When Jordan protested that we had been invited to ask questions, 
and that the Jewish question in North Africa was one of some interest 
to the world at large at that moment, Giraud snapped : 

“It is an affair that has nothing to do with the world. It is a 
matter for me alone to decide.” 

I managed to get the question raised again a little later in the inter- 
view, and the General had in the interval apparently reflected that 
his remarks were going to create a most .unfavourable impression in 
England and America. 

“We must proceed slowly and with caution in these things,” he 
said more amicably. “We will disturb the Arab section of the com- 
munity if we act over-hastily. I am not anli-Jewish and I will uot 
continue the anti-Semitic laws of "Vichy a day longer than necessary.” 

Indeed, steps were taken after that; the Jewish children were per- 
mitted to partake of the distribution of free milk and to attend govern- 
ment schools from which they had been excluded. It was still difficult 
foj a Jew to obtain employment, but the more obvious anti-Semitic 
measures were abolished. 

Presently the de Gaullisls and the Comuittnistdeputies were released, 
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and there followed a general clean tip of tlie haU-dozeu concentration 
catnps through Morocco and Algeria where some ten tlioitsaiid political 
refugees were imprisoned tinder conditions that were a disgrace to any 
ciidlized nation, A certain relaxation in the censorship was made, and 
the local French papers even pttblished a photograph of de Clanlle. 

A prime mover in these iiuprovemeuts was none oti;er than the 
remarkable figure of Monsieur Marcel Peyronton, who liad come po.st- 
liasle from the French Einbas.sj' iu the Argentine to accept the position 
of Governot-General of Algeria. 

Now Monsieur Peyrouton was far from unsubtle. Behind a railmr 
flabby and unpleasing exterior was a willy and most adaptable brain. 
He had served the J/reuch Government with distinction, both as an 
earlier administrator in North Africa, where he had acted with prompt- 
itude in the local di.sturbances, and latterly as Vichy Ambassador in 
Buenos Aires, where lie had become a frequent visitor to the German 
Embassy. 

M. Peyrouton had quickly seen which way the wind was lilowing 
on ids arrival in Algiers. He was perfectly aware of the animosity his 
appointment had created in America and England and he set about 
appeasing it with skill and judgment. He was, in fact, head and 
sliottldera above anj'body else in North Africa as an administrator. 

Having carried out a number of necessary liberal reforms, he began 
to establish a goverflineut by committee, and Giraud was glad enough 
to give him a free hand. One after another the committees were 
nominated and set tip — one for the banks, one for the press, another for 
trade and so on. Each. committee contained a government official and 
was responsible to M. Peyrouton. Above all, good order and efficiency 
behind the lines was needed at this juncture of our military operations, 
and this was just what M. Peyrouton was out to provide by means of 
governing committees all comprised of experts who knew their business. 

Obviously this new corporate government had to have its army, 
and M. Peyrouton and General Giraud were in complete agreement iu 
the matter of getting the army together. As in France in 1939, there 
tras a tremendous call-up throughout North Africa. Allied headquarters 
suggested that things might be done a little less rapidly since there 
was as yet no equipment to hand over to the French, Even uniforms 
were lacking. But Giraud was determined to get an army of fifty 
thousand men into the field, and the call-up went on regardless of the 
fact that many of the men were much mpre urgently needed to run 
the railways and keep the ports and telegraph lines open. 

Peyrouton, on his side, needed, an army , lor his uevv corporate 
government against the time when the government moved, oyer to 
France. Moreover, none of' the recent converts from Viphy were 
blind to the fact ,that de Gaulle already possessed Azs arnty, , 

The Due de , Guise arrived in Algiers, but, the Royalists never 
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“fJt very I'ar. Here Mi. Miirpliy, wlio was now joined by llie lUili.sIi 
miiiisler, Mr. Harold Maciiiillaii, pul Ids loot (lown. Tin- DuKo was 
removed. At the same time, the Kreiicli puliuicians weic besiii^ no 
point in debate. When they weie told to get lid of the I’reiemler to 
the Freneh throne tliey replied to the KtiLi.sh, “Well, you have a Kin;.:, 
haven’t yon?” And when some protest was made against reyrouton's 
rapidly lormitig connniltee govenimenl they asked, “\Vhat, do yuii 
wish us to return to the Chamber of Deputies of 19ri9?" 

The trouble was that uo one in Algiers seemed to have any clear 
nolioiicif what they wanted. After two years’ slow nnnkinn; ov; i Nar.i 
tiles the lid had heeii lilted off the French poUtical stew and it was 
foiil-snielliiig and unwholesome to a degree. Tlicre was hauily an 
under, ground or an ahove-giouiid political movement of the old France 
that did not flourish here in the back .streets of the hig cities. The 
Cagnulards — the hooded nien of the Ku-KluxTClau kielney — were 
there. And the Cinix de Feu. And the Communists, of several 
dilifereiiL hues. The traditional trinity of the Coniite des Forges- 
Baiuine de France. Four Flundred Families survived in the veiy 
wealthy olive-oil combine which practically controlled the eouutiy 
financially. There were the Jew baiters and the Royalists, the anti- 
Italian and the anti- Arab blocs, the outright Fascists and the mild 
Socialists, the Freemasons and the de Canllists, the regular Army 
and the Church. 

Many poliUdal groups of similar views were banded liygether into 
uneasy alliances, but suspicion seemed to be the very air tliey bieallied. 
Down in Morocco the Resident General Negu^s was openly derisive 
of the Americans. “Political children” was one of his lighter epithets. 
The French Foreign Degion was issued with an ordet of the day in- 
structing them that they were to stand to their arms, since Marshal 
Pdlaiu had hy uo means been overlhrown and the alliances with the 
Axis still held good. There was a constant procession of people hack 
and forth to Vichy by way of Spain where M. Petrie, the Vicliy 
Ambassador in Madrid, acted as a sort of official postbox. 

From the hoardings and the placards in every street and in every 
public place the unhappy features of Marshal Pdtain gazed down on 
this unparalleled political mess, and as yet it was a treasonable offence 
to utter a word against the leader. The pictures of Giraud which 
replaced those of the Marshal came along later, and the Vichy slogan, 
“Travail, Patrie, Famille,” was altered to Giratid’s “Un Seul But — Da 
Victoire.” 

The extraordinary thing was that there was no dislurbauce to 
speak of anywhere. Apart from a little restrained knife-play in the 
streets, a little sabotage along the railways and the ports, and a good 
deal of informing and spying and manoeuvring for position, there was 
uo trouble at all. The French went quietly enough intp the army, and 
bit by bit they grew to accept Giraud as tlie new leader. ■ The presence 
of vast numbers of Allied troops who kept pouring off the . transports 
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with their iiiodeiii arms uiulouliteiUj' had a slrunjj iiiflueiioe fur heepiufi 
the peace hehind the liaes. The people, moi cover, Wt-re tired wiili tiie 
tiredness ol two j'ears of dehat. 

j\Ianj' odd characters, like M. I'landin, tvIio once used to ectclian^e 
teiegiaiiis with Hitler, and Josephine Baker, wlio had given up the 
stage, had come here to find what iieace and ease they cuiild. Tliere 
were many thousands of lerugees, and the more aslnle of ihcm had 
been able to get into the i>roiitable biisine.ss of supplying .Vwnli 
Afjican piodiicls to the German.s-. 

Algiers fairly bulged with the crowds who pre.ss;d ah-ng 
the streets. For two years an automobile had 1;eeu a larhy in tk.e 
place. Now the traffic was overwhelniing, ami it often too'Uagocd 
halt-hour to get up the sleep and sinuous road to General Eisenhower’s 
headquarters. I have known a number of G. H. Q.s, but never one as 
congested as this. Admirals were working in seulleiies, and as like 
as not you would find a general or two weaving their plans in Lack 
bathrooms and pantries. 

Half a do;;eu restaurants ran a merry blaek-market trade in food 
for a while, but it soon vanished as more and more troops came in by 
the thousands. The scent and the champagne disappeared. I’rices 
rocketed. Things like leather goods were unohlaiuahle. Eggs, once 
sold for a penny a dozen, reached sixpence each. Prostitutes hovering 
around the bar of the Aletti Hotel — the place rvliere the officers wvnl 
to relax in the evening -were asking their clients for and and 
getting it. Apartments became unobtainable, and 3 'ou had to go 
Uvetity miles out of the city into the hills or along the coast to find au 
unoccupied villa. 

Guns sprang up round the lovelj' town, and they made a brilliant 
show ‘When the raiders came over at night. Maison Blanche airfield 
outside the city became an incredible sight — dozens of aircraft of every 
description stood about in the mud and among the ruined hangars. 
You could walk into the control-room and book a passage for Casa- 
blanca, Tunisia, Egypt, India, London or New York. 

The galaxy of uniforms in the streets made Algiers look like 
straight comic opera — Spahis on their white horses and dressed in 
their flowing red cloaks, the Goums in their brown galabiehs, the 
gteen-nniformed Chantiers de la Jenuepse (the Vichy Youth Move- 
ment), and the various kepis, caps and 'berets, pantaloons and cloaks 
of the Foreign Legion, the regnlar army and the native battaliousl T)o 
these w'ere added the whole reiharkable parade of British' and American 
uniforms and the blue and gold and white of the British sailors. 

No, Algiers was far from boring. Yet, like maily others, I found 
myself hating the i)lace soon after I landed. It was not so much; i? 
weather, which was, wet and cold, nor our depressing lenfh^rate pen- 
sion, the Regina Hotel, nor tlie food,, which was' bulk rations, nor even 
that milling, noisy throng in the jfcress building vsihere the, news was 
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liancleil out each day. Itwas Uic overridttig aUuosphero of .411811101011 and 
bickering argmneiit, the cndle.ss fernienl in the .streets, the indigestion 
Cl Gated by bad wine, llie rows over censorship and transmission, and, 
abore everything, the feeling that the intrigue.s of Algiers Were a niriaii 
and petty betraj'al of the men at (he front who were fighting lor soiiie- 
Ihiug quite different. 

There were many good things, too, of course. I found Geneial 
Eisenhower’s conferences warm, friendly and direct. Both Admiral 
Ciiiiiiingham and Air Chief Marshal Tediler went out of theii way to 
emphasize to me Hint (hey were deligliled to serve under him. liiseii- 
hower, it seemed, liad great gifts as a chairman. Mr. Harold Macmillan 
gave me a very slncwd analysis of the whole .situation and one felt a 
slight reliirii to sanity in talking to him. 

I must confess, too, that there was a certain perverse professhnial 
pleasure in bailing such people as Bergeret, who apparently imagined 
that Pi ess conferences were designed for demonstrating that every tiling 
in this rank and uiiweeded garden was for the best in lliis best of all 
possible worlds. , 

Old friends bobbed up in Algiers from all over the world, and it 
was pleasant to drive occasionally with them into the bright hills at 
night and dine off wholly illegal steaks and champagne in a wayside 
inn we knew about. 

This, then, was Algiers — the nerve centre of the North African 
campaign. But what about the villages? How were they taking it ? 
1 got to know one village fairly well — ^Thibar, just beliiud the front 
ill Tunisia. 


7 

Thibar 

TN the village of Thibar Brother Mario gathered up his skirts and 
came running down the main street from the seminary. It was 
November 9lh, and he was in a tremendous state of agitation. Indeed, 
the news he had to tell the villagers was almost too sensational to 
be believed. 

“They have come I” he announced breathlessly outside the post 
office. They have landed. The Americans." 

Some of the villagers had alreadsf heard the news, but with the 
heavy suspicion of the French peasant they wanted somelliiug a little 
more definite than gossip. There had been so luaiiy rumours since 
France had fallen more than two years before. 
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“It’s not tnie,” they said, and then, “How do yon know it’s true?” 

“ I have been listening on the radio,” Brother Mario protested. 
“Alreads' thej' have seized the radio station at Oran and I have been 
listening to the Americans broadcasting. They say they have made 
landings right along the French coast. They thej' have arrived 
with a huge army, the Fuglish as well, and they are calling on the 
French soldiers to laj’ down their arms." 

There was a great stir in Tliibar that day. The district was 
administered from the market town of Sonk-el-Keiuis, ahont eight 
miles away across the Medjerda Valley, but Tliibar was on one of the 
more important roads that led from Souk-el-Kemis through the tourist 
hamlet of Tehoursouk to Tunis, and thus in a favourable position to 
watch events in the neighbourhood. All da 5 " the prefect of police and 
staff officers were careering about at mad speed in their chemical-gas 
motorcars. There was a companj' of Zouaves quartered in the district, 
and these men were now urgently summoned to barracks and con- 
fined there. 

The most conflicting news came over the two workable radio sets 
in the village — the one in the seminary and the other in the hotel. 
From Oran strange announcers kept calling on the people to stay 
quicl and advising the soldiers to surrender and join the invaders. 
Radio Moudiale in Paris and Radio Marseilles were saying the most 
bewildering things. At one moment Radio Algiers was broadcasting 
lliat the country was under martial law and that the people must stand 
firm. The next minute it was playing an endless and meaningless 
succession of dance records and sugary arias sung by Tino Rossi 
and Jacques Trdnet. Finallj' it went off the air altogether. Radio 
Casablanca fell silent too. No newspapers arrived from Tunis, and 
Tunis radio was simply adding to the confusion by repealing parrot- 
like all the wild announcements from Paris and Rome. Late in the 
afternoon three aircraft with strange markings flew very high across 
the lower end of the valley. Madame Zeni, the postmaster’s wife, 
could get no sense out of the exchange at Souk-el-Kemis, and when 
she tried to get through to Souk Arras, the main depot, she was told 
brusquely that the line was commandeered for military traffic and that 
no civilian calls were to be put through. 

That niglit it was quiet outside, but in the front parlour of the 
Grand H6tel de Thibar there was violent discussion over the liqueur 
they called Thiharene and the rtragh red village wine that also came 
from the seminary. 

Fjveryoue was disturbed and apprehensive about the news, Mon- 
sieur Delafaine, who had come in from his farm to sell Arab stallions 
to the seminary, was also morbidly bitteii He, had been a remote but 
enthusiastic follower of La Roque and the Croix de Fett before the war, 
andanavidreafler of Fran^auc vihea.h.e could get a copy from 

Marseilles. His wife was Italian, and more recently his rich wheat had 
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been sbippeil across in great cinanlily to German bnyers in France and 
at an excellent price. “We will fight them off.” he cried. “We can 
have no dealings with the traitors who killed our sailors at Oran.” 

The other well-to-do farmers, though less vehement, were inclined 
1o agree with him. Up till now thes' had not done badly in the war. 
(Jlive.s, vegetables, sheep and especially cattle had sold very well in 
,Soul:-el-Keniis, which means in Arabic, Market Wednesdays, and a 
little farther off in Souk-el-Arba, which means Market Fridays. Prices 
were rising steadily. Moreover, to their minds Marshal Pdtain w'as 
still the leader, a man ol good .sonnd politics who would bring France 
out of her troubles il given lime. The Germans demonstrably wore 
uiibsalable. They might have setbacks in Russia, and Rommel might 
be forced hack by superior forces in the empt5'' desert; but Europe was 
a German garrison now, and North Africa .was indissolubly linked to 
Europe. Took at the length of the coastline from Tunis to Oran, 
they said — tlionsands of kilometres. The Allies could not do it. The 
Lull waffe would gel after their ships and this thing would end as 
another Dakar. Why should France and North Africa be clistnrbed? 
They w'erc ont of the war. They wanted peace and a chance to 
develop their farnilaiuls. This mad war had gone on too long, and 
the quicker the Americans and the Biitish with their amateur armies 
were out of it the better. As fox the Russians, one knew of old llieir 
dealings with the Coiniuuiiist depttlies in Paris' and what a scandal 
that had been. 

Re Brun, the schoolmaster, was frankly Roj’alist. The Republic 
was rotten and il wms finished, he declared. The on Ij' hope now was 
to bring back ihc Due de Guise with a firm body of advisers around 
him, strong men who would settle this Communist nonsense once and 
for all. 

The younger members of the group, the (arm hands and the 
carriers and the young volunteers of Petain’s Cliantiers de la Jetinesse, 
w'ere by no means of this mind though they were divided amongst 
themselves. True, they wanted no war in North Africa, hut it would 
be pleasant to see the Italians taken down a peg. The macaronis were 
grabbing everything in Tunisia. Moreover, was it not true that the 
Arabs .were everyday getting stronger and more insolent under 
German patronage? Everything was being taken from the French and 
given to the Arabs. The Americans would bring in gasoline and 
movies aiul ti:er'e would again be cloth for sale in the bazaars. 

This last was by far the larger group, aud as the Thibareue went 
round the more outspoken of them began to shout for de Gaulle. They 
were fed up with this Intmiliatioa of having the Bodies in France. 
Maybe now the lime hail come to strike back. 

From time to time the Arab and French women came in from the 
kitchen and listened anxiously to the debate. “JVas the village going 
to ,be. bombed they asked, weren’t the men out digging 
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air-raid shelters instead of talking ? Should the children be taken away 
.somewhere — to Le Kef perhaps, where it would be safer ?" 

This really was the big thing at the hack of everyone’s mind. Was 
the village going to he bombed? Were the vineyards and the wheat- 
fields going to he ravished by teirible war ? Were the women safe ? 
Were lood ami clothing going to become dearer and harder to get? 
It was alre.mly the good God knew how long since the 3 ’ had had real 
coifee and enough sugar and jam. And perhaps, worst ot all — were 
the men going to be called to the colours again and made to figh.t and 
die ill this never-ending war? If oiilj' it would end. 

The next day still more planes passed over the valley and now the 
wildest rumours were ranging everywhere. A traveller from the coast 
came in sa^'ing he had talked to’ a man in Ssouk Arras who had actnalh' 
seen the Amciicans and the British landing at Bougie, and there were 
bloody battles going on in Algiers and Oran. 

Algiers radio had come back on the air, and now the strange 
announcer was claiming that the Allies were in possession. 

On the other hand the Dipfche^ arriving from Constantine late 
that night, printed a long proclamation from General Yves Chatel saj'- 
ing that the French North African Forces were resisting heroically, 
that men were being urgently sumnioned to the colours and that all 
traitors to tiic Marshal in this hour of supreme crisis would be shot, 
The Tunis newspapers also revealed a great commotion. 

There was a definite swing toward de Gaulle and the Allies in the 
village that night. If at last the Allies were going to succeed, and 
.succeed ipiickly, so that no one need fight, then yes, it might be a 
great thing for North Africa. France would rise again. There would 
be more monej', more food, more fuel and clothing in the land. One 
by one the villagers were finding something 4^ep in themse,lves — some 
repressed and forgotten hope --coming to the surface again. They 
grasped at every scrap of news with burning iuterest, and when an 
Arab lad brought in a leaflet dropped by a British plane they clustered 
round to read it with tense excitement. Still the dominant thing was 
to keep this borrilde war, out of Thibar-r-let the British and Americans 
fight it if they lia'l to — yet it would be a thiug of great pride if the 
French were to have their own land to themselves again. 

All over North Afiica such vital swaying arguments were going on 
while the Gougliboys and the Tommies splashed ashore at' Casablanca, 
Oiaii and Algiers. Thibar, a remote and tiny village across the 
Algerian border in Tunisia, only crudely reflected the tremendous 
issues that were agitating Frenchmen, Italians and, Arabs along the 
Mediterrauean, but the Thibar cleavages were the basic ones. Here,' 
and in a thousand villages, wastheAtab in heavy majority and eitfater 
pro German or indifferent. , And the Italian' who sought to .score off 
the French and so supported. ,ttie Germans. And the , .prosperous 
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farmer and luercliaut who was gelliug good prices on foodstnffs and 
who felt tired and -was willing now to follow the German path since 
it had for two years been the inevitable path of least resistance. And 
the petty official who was frightened for his job. That rvas the 
opposition. But among the mass of countrymen there was an awakened 
joy at tlie idea of freedom from Axis control. The idea of revenge, 
which bad been dampened for so long, began to take fire again. Bear 
and lassitude were still for the moment the overruling emotions, but 
the awakened enthusiasm in this sudden change of fate was growing 
with every hour that went by. Hourever, before they committed them- 
selves irrevocably, the people w'anted some sure proof that the Allies 
rvere there to stay. 

Proof, sure proof, began to come in before the week was out. 
Allied parachutists had dropped at Bone on the coast, only a day’s 
drive through the mouulains. They had come down in hundreds out 
of the winter clouds and thej^ had seized the airfield. Moreover, 
strange warships had appeared off I^a Calle and Tabarka. If this went 
on thej’ would be in Tunis next. But what was going on iii Tunis? 
The city was only a hundred odd kilometres aw'ay to the north-east, 
but everyone who came out carried frightening stories. Germans were 
lauding iu huge planes on the airfields near Sidi Bon ,Said, and at tlie 
port of La Goulette sliips were aniving every day from Sicily carrying 
Axis troops. There had l^een shooting in the town. The Bey had 
gone off to the cortutry and the French Army had taken control. One 
man said de GaulHsts had sunk a ship in the mouth of the port. 
Another from Bizerta said that there had been a naval engagement out 
to sea. And all tlie time high over Thibar the planes kept passing 
back and forth. 

The villagers were thrown now into a panic more violent than their 
first shock. II the Germans were going to fight in Tunisia then who 
knew? — the whole Medjerda Valley might he turned into a battlefield. 
Was anyone going to be safe ? The villagers looked anxiously across 
the hills for the first signs of the advancing troops, and as they debated 
whether it would be the Americans coming from the west or the 
Germans coming from the east. Madame Schniee, the hotel-keeper’s 
wife, was kept up half the night serving more and more driuks, to oil 
the talk. 

No one, even now iu the dead season iu the middle of winter, 
could have gazed down that lovely valley and remained unmoved. The 
tourist looking up his copy of the Guide Bleu would have discovered 
that the banks of the Medjerda River were rated as one of the six 
niost fertile valleys in the world. Bat there was a great deal more 
than cold productivity here. 

From Sotik-el-Arba right up to Medjez-el-Bab and beyond the land 
'seemed to pour out every rich good thing on earth. It did not mailer 
from which direction you approached — from the dry fir-covered hills 
, near Tebessa in thf» south nr frbtn Ihe wel cnj-k-tTPe forpst« around 
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Taharka in llie uorlli — tlie 3'0iiiio- wlieal rippliid across the vallej' for 
mile afler mile. _ In the centre ol this riciniess, on a low spur that ran 
nut toward the river from the surrounding mouulains, the village of 
Thihar stood. 

Years before, the White Fathers, coming out from France, had 
chosen lids as the finest spot iu the whole couutrs'side. On the heights 
of the spur, iiist at the point where it flattened out toward the river, 
liici' built a seimnar.v, a great piuk-aud-wldte storied ‘building, the 
largest sennnarj' in all Africa. To this was added a hospital and 
presentli' a pink-and-white village. The Fathers workeil at the land 
witii inspire 1 energj'. Tlie3’ tucked up their robes round tlreir waists 
and ploughed hack and f(nth along the slopes of the. spur until evtiy 
morsel of rich red soil was uudei wheat, or vines, or fruit trees, or 
vegetahlcs. As the3’ collected a little money and more and more 
students came to them, they invested iu modern power-driven tractors 
aud multiple ploughs, in miniature railway lines to feed the piggeries 
aud the horse-and cattle-stalls, in the latest French machinery to tend 
the vines. 

A gang of workmen came to build a series of huge concrete and 
steel vats to hold the wine that was now beginning to pour in from the 
yonng vineyards. Mo^^ed by old monastic tradition they began to brew 
their otvii separate sorl,s ot liiiueurs— the thick and sticky Thibarene, 
the yellow Cnragao, a rough brandy. The farm became the wonder of 
the cotnitryskle. 

Soon the White Sisters were established iu the village, and their 
hmid-made carpets began to vie in quality even with those of the 
famous carpel town of Kairouan to the south. A pink-aud-whilc church 
was built and two Hues of cottages were spaced down either side of 
the one broad, straight village street. Last came the tiny hotel, just 
a couple of bare living-rooms on the gronitd floor and a doicen tiny 
cell-like bed-rooms on the first storey. Tourists making the trip from 
Tunis to tlie Roman ruins at Dougga would often come on to Thibar 
to taste the wine aud sit for an hour over Madame Schmee’s omelettes 
and poi-au-feu. All, or alnlost all, belonged to the White Fathers aud 
the3' kept the mixed population of the village — French, Italian, Arabs 
and half-castes — to a strict and simple way of life. 

Fveryvvhere around them was the incredible changing beauty of the 
valley. Looking down from the stone balcony of the hotel you would 
see first the white collages among the firs and then the almond trees 
that blossomed iu such a delicate shade of lilac that the orchard at 
suuset appeared to be a cloud floating over the land. Beyond this the 
viiiesmrds, endless mathematical lines of bare, brown twisting stalks 
that sprouted from earth that was sometimes the colour of chocolate 
aud S'lntelinies vivid crimsou. After the vineyards the eye traveled 
for miles across the swelling green sea of wheat; ■ It flpwed across the 
valley not iu a flat pattern but with the gentte .undulating contours 
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of a girl's body; every rise and clip in tlie laud was moulded 
into soil green outlines. Half a dozen fanning honiesleads were dotted 
about ill Ibis gieen expanse that poured right across to the foothills on 
either side of the valley. At the foothills the wheat fell back and wild 
flowers grew. They grew among the brown and red botrlders in start- 
ling unbelievable shades of vermilion, canary yellow, sky bine ; and in 
mad African luxuriance. Beyond the boulders lay the last patches of 
green where the herds of goats browsed with their Aiab shepherds 
right up to the snowline. Snow gleamed in the sunshine right round 
the mountains, a sharp white edge against the open sky, a painted 
frame for the green valley. 

Throughout the day at every hour the colours were constantly 
altering. At night when the .sunsets were often of monstrous ragged 
violence the whole valley was for a little lit with a film of red misty 
light that made the place seem more unreal than ever. 

Tliis then was Thibar in the bright cold day's of November when 
the villagers keeping watch down the valley suddenly saw a line of 
khaki-coloured vehicles appear on the road from the west. 

I/ittle Maluuoucla, the Arab honseboy at the hotel, was the first to 
see the strauge soldiers turn off the main road and come up the paths 
toward Thibar. lu a sudden instinctive otitburst of fear the women in 
the village ran out and gathered in their children. They bustled them 
inside and slammed the doors. In an instant the village was cleared. 
Goats still browsed along the main street. One or two Arab horsemen 
reined in uncertainly beside the church and a young poilu in uniform 
bicycled at speed up to the post office and closed the door behind him. 
There was no sign of the White Fathers anywhere. The nunnery blinds 
were drawn and you could not be certain whether or not faces were 
peering through the lace cuttains of the other houses. A queer fateful 
hush settled over the whole village. 

Presently the foreign soldiers began to arrive. First a tiny open 
cat with two men in it, both in steel helmets and carrying short 
stocky guns in their hands. Then more and more vehicles, vehicles 
with caterpillar wheels that churned up the mud about the cross-roads, 
and filled the air with roaring. Watching from their windows the 
villagers could see the officers questioning the Arab goatherds. They 
waited. There was no shooting. The Arab horsemen trotted with 
elaborate unconcern toward the soldiers. Gaining courage, the villagers 
began to come out of their houses. The gendarme appeared. There 
was movement up at the seminary and one, of the soldiers’ cars drove 
up to the main farmyard gate and disappeared inside. 

■ The children somehow escaped and ran on to the roadway. They 
shouted “"Vive les Americains.” The soldiers waved back. The street 
began to fill up rapidly. From the tops of their vehicles the soldiers 
shouted down at the little crowd aud they were smiling and friendly. 
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In a snddeu ivlease from fear some of the peasants were shouting 
“Vive rAmerk]iie” now at the tops of their voices and offering up 
glasses of red wine to the soldiers. The soldiers laughed, drank the 
wine and handed back cigarettes. 

A little group began to gather round an olEcer in front of the 
hotel. He spoke Ihench like a tourist, but still one could understand 
liini. He wanted to know if there were ans' Germans in the village, 

“No, no,” they shouted together. “There have never been any 
Germans here.” Someone ran off to fetch Brother Antonio from the 
seniinar3'. He came front England mans’ years ago and spoke English. 
The Arabs began offering eggs to the soldiers and got in exchange 
wonderful things— crisp cigarettes with real tobacco in them, handfttls 
of tea, soap — real soap, The village reached a pitch of excitement. 

At the hotel Madame Schmee was frj’iug eggs for the officers and 
handing round wine. One of the officers had had a long conversation 
with the gendarme and the postmaster and Brother Antonio. It seemed 
that the strangers were not Americans after all but Englishmen. 

The town was full of soldiers that evening. All night the noise of 
their vehicles passing along the road went on. There were guns too. 
The soldiers were very dirty and muddy aud tired. They dropped 
asleep on the ground like cattle. On the orders of the English no 
lights were shown in the village that night. 

Miracttlonsly in the morning most of the soldiers had gone. The 
stragglers could still be seen passing eastward up the road to 
Tebousouk aud Tuuis. There was a distant noise of gunfire from 
somewhere in the direction of Beja in the north. 

Then the war fell on the valley itself. German aircraft swooped 
on Souk-el-Kemis where the British were trying to fashion an airfield 
out of the mud. Watching from their safe spur the villagers of Thibar 
saw the bombs fall aud the great pillars of smoke go tip from the 
houses, aud from that day onward for the next six months no one in 
Thibar felt entirely safe. 

■ They grew used to having the war arouud them. They came to 
terms with the noise and the sudden scares. They even grew used to 
the Messerschmitts that swept down the valley scarcely higher than 
the trees and they accepted that it was dangerous to travel anywhere 
abroad in a car during the daylight hours. 

Some protective divinity seemed to watch over the little colony of 
the White Fathers. The village was only bombed once toward , the 
end of the war, aud even though the Molotov cocktail broke the 
windows in the seminary and the hotel, no one was seriously biirl\ 
The stables were niachiue-giinned from the air, but the horses re- 
covered from tbeir injuries. 

Wild storms of sleet and snow whirled round the mountains ■ afl 
that winter, but nearly always it was fine Wfeather ?it Thibar. On,e 
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after another the sttironiuling villages were laid waste; Thihar escaped. 
All Llirorigli tlu; .spring and tlie earli' sttinnier tlie Iroiit-line lay onlj- an 
hour’s drive aw.'iy, Inrt this peaceful calm in the centre of the maelstrom 
remained immune. 

The war correspondents took over the top floor of the hotel and as 
the mouths went by we giew to know the villagers very well. There 
was Mahmouda, the .sharp little Arab boy, who would beg for chocolate 
as he swept your room, and Mouiiitie, the daughter of the house, who 
was always surrounded by half a dozen soldiers in the kitchen, a dark 
and buxom girl, half French and perhaps a iiiiarler Arabic. Moiikiue 
was a figure of considerable importance in the village, at least to the 
military tiuartered there. She had been used to buying her tibboiis on 
occasional visits to the big shops iu Tunis aud it was her habit to croon 
such laments as “Je t’alteiidrai” as she went about her work. Slie had 
lived iu au arch aud sentimental world comporrnded of month-old 
copies of Marie Claire and the movies and the cracked mirror nailed 
on the wall of her tiny bedroom. Already she was engaged to a young 
Frenchman iu the district, but the British troops hurst iu on this 
gentle, adolescent love affair with the effect of an avalanche. With 
amazing poise Moninue accepted it all — the gauche and heavj'-handed 
coniplimeut,s, the awkward gestures of these men who clumped about 
the kitchen iu enormous boots, the gargantuan efforts they uiade to 
speak French. Little Moniciue, with all her rustic chic aud her iin- 
alfecled gaiety, seemed a very modern girl indeed to us iu that 
monastic world aud she enjoyed herself hugeb'. 

Monsieur Schmee, a timid and self-effacing little Alsatian, was 
the head of tlie house. He divided his time between helping maclame 
with the hotel aud working on the books at the seminary. lie was 
more than a little overwhelmed at the change that had overtaken the 
village and never at any point caught up wnth the events that 
rushed by, 

Ouly two other guests besides the war correspondents and our 
officers stayed at the hotel and these were a bourgeois couple who had 
taken possession of room Number One, the best in the hotel. They 
had fled from Bizerta and were awaiting the day when they could go 
back. The war bad turned their lives upside down and they simply 
took refuge in their old habits and remained remote from the rest of 
the hotel aud as far as possible from the war. Soinetimes I would 
meet the old man iu liis shirt sleeves taking the air on the balcony 
before breakfast aud we talked stiffly ol the weather and the crops 
and bis I41W Suit. He lived for the Law Suit, which was an entirely 
forlorn and hopeless claim for damages he was making against the 
government because liis house had been damaged in the fighting. 
‘My God,” he used to say wildly, “it’s hard enough to find the 
goverumeut itself these days." I never discovered his name. Btis 
anti-AUied polities were Written ' all over the shiny black bourgeois 
. brdadcloth of his spit. 
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Tliea there was Hotikj'-Touk, which was the crrtel naniethesoUiers 
gave to ilouuine’s Arab grandmother because she had a cleft iialate. 
Honky-Tonk was a lively old parU' much given to conversing in Arabic 
at the top of her sqrtawking voice with sucii matrons as happened to be 
riding by on their clonlieys. The old lady stole the show that terrilrlo 
night when five ovcr-Cxcited soldiers pursued Moniiiue’s sister 
through the village. Arriving hot and panting at the hotel Ihej- 
rattled furiously on Hoiilt 3 ’-Torik’s bedroom door. Heaven kuerv what 
visions of rapine and death raged through the old woman’s mind, tor 
she collapsed with a loud cry and'we i;ad to break into rescue her. 
Monique’s sister, throwing hj'sleiics in t1;e scullery, wa.s (pule over- 
looked ill the geueral astonishment when Honky-Tonk croaked through 
her withered lips that she was cntirelj' to blame since she hai.! enticed 
the soldieiy in the first place. 

The po.stmaster and his wife became fiiends of mine from the day 
I went to the post-office to send a maiidat for four thousand fiaiics to a 
Russian family I knew in Philippeville. 

“What do .you ivaut to send the money for?” demanded the post- 
master suspiciously. 

I explained. The family had been cut off from their bank in New 
York and needed the money as a loan. 

"Send them two thousand,” said the postunisler. “B'our thousand 
is too much.” 

We argued briskly for five minutes. Finally he called his wife 
and explained the whole business. 

“But this is absurd,” she cried itidignanlly. “Send them five hundred 
frapes. That will be more than sufficient. Make out the lorms, Henri.” 

I felt I was losing ground rapidly. “I’lease,” I said. “This is my 
money and I want to send it and the people need it.” 

The postmaster’s wife eyed me with .sudden coyness. “There is a 
girl in this somewhere,” she said firmly. “Some little thing j’ou met 
on the way from Algiers. No ?” 

“No," I said wearily, "but if it will help to get the money off then 
yes, there is a girl in it.” 

“Aha,” she cried and the postmaster beamed. "You must have 
a glass of wine, monsieur." 

The whole family gathered round in the kitchen while we toasted 
one another. “Vive , I’amout,” cried the postmaster with eiiotnious 
lechery. He look the money, at last. All this was before breakfast.. 
Feeling a little dazed, I went back to my spam aud eggs at the hotel. 

If I was in love with anyone at that moment it was with Madame 
Schmee. The hotel revolved round her. It Was madame who rose 
first, at six o’clock, hnd got the fires going; it was madame who cooked, . 
all day in the kitchen, sometimes for a hundred. God knew, how the 
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pigeou pies aad Uic hot artichokes and the braiidj'-soakecl cakes were 
concocted on that ancient cooking range, bnt they were. She kept the 
accounts, she fed the children, she issued the wine, she did the 
marketing, she cooked and served the dinners, slie organized the Arab 
servants, and she continued doing this every day from six until ten or 
eleven at night. 

Madame Schtuee adored children. Since she was not having one 
hersell at that moment she adopted a couple. In the evening some- 
times fifty soldiers would lorin a (itieue into the kitchen. Kach soldier 
carried two eggs he had bought from the Arabs, and these madame 
would cook with one hand while she handed out wine with the other. 
Simultaneously she coped with the half-naked babies crawling around 
her skirts and issued directions to Honky-Tonk and Monique, tlieu 
flirting in the corner with two dispatch riders. In the next room the 
radio shrieked at full blast and half a dozen arguments in three 
languages would be i aging over the wine. The uproar and confusion 
passed description. In the midst of it all was madame, serene, smiling 
and uutioubled. Generosity and kindliness flowed out of her. 1 
never saw her angry or heard her speak sharply. When 1 was .sent 
as an iulerpretcr to protest at the lateness of the dinner or at the loss 
of somebody’s laundr y I found it impossible lo maintain tire complaint 
in the face of her distress. Soouer or later dinner would come and 
the missiug shirts would turn up. And then her beautiful lace would 
light up, and as a peace offering she would timidly produce a cake she 
had specially baked or a glass of her precious cau de vie. 

From the first sire never made a serious effort to pronounce iny 
name. I remained “Monsieur Morsel” to the end. 

Madame was short and plump and there was Arab and Italian 
blood in her. Once she had been verj' pretty. Fven now, especially 
when she smiled, she was as attractive as her daughter. 

The seminary had another life of its own. In scores the army 
trucks would drive into the farmyard and the soldiers would wait lo 
draw wine from Brother Mougo or Brother Antonio. Brother Antonio 
had been born in Liverpool, and I never discovered by what strange 
route he had reached this haven in Tunisia. But it must have been 
a long journey, for he had forgotten most of his English, and what 
was left of it was a weird mixture of Cockney slang and mongrel 
verbs. 

At first we were the only British in Thibar. Bnt more and more 
soldiers came every week. First the hospital was taken over. Then 
another hospital, a vast affair of hundreds of tents, was erected in the 
valley. Odd units of the Royal Army Service Corps set up their 
.camps and the main street was crowded with men in battle-dress. 
Then, toward the end, they gradually fell away. Thibar was piacli- 
cally deserted when I came to leave myself. The vines had come into 
leaf, the fields. had turned yellow and now the crop was already 
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Slacked. The vats of wine in the seminars’ were practically drunk 
to the dregs and in place of lilac blossom the trees sprouted with 
full-blown green almonds. The full blasting htat of suinnier was 
beginning to oppress the valley. And the German aircraft had 
vanished from the sk\’. 

Were the people of Thibar typical of the rest of the villagers of 
North Africa and hhance itself? I think they were. Beyond evety- 
thing else they were bound to a routine ol the earth and their narrow 
daily lives. They were frightened when the landing was made. It 
meant a break in the routine they had grown to Irnst. But ouce they 
accustomed themselves to the change thes' welcomed it. They accepted 
the dangers of being at war in exchange lor a new teeling of excited 
hope. They had been merely existing before. Now they began to live 
and look forward again. It was only the very old who really resisted 
the change, and even though they were not prepared to do anything 
about it they hated and despised the Nazis and the Fascists. 

The Arabs of Tunisia were in a special category. For years 
German agents had been among them, buying oh the intellectuals of 
every village. The German policy was, as the young Frenchman had 
said, to take everything from the French and give it to the Arabs. 
I have never believed that the Arabs were a major factor in the 
Mediterranean war, and the amount of sabotage and spying they did 
against us was negligible. 

As for the bigger political issues, the majority of people in 
Thibar who sided with us were de Caullist. For yeais they had heard 
his name on the radio, and it was the only symbol they knetv for a 
revived France. Politics and politicians in general they distrusted 
heartily. But Petain counted. The ‘‘mystique du Marecbal" had taken 
hold on their minds, partly because inarsbals have been pretty impos- 
ing and mysterious figures in Fiance since the days of Napoleon, and, 
anyhow, there was no other “mystique” at hand. 

Nevertheless it was patently absurd to say that these people would 
have opposed de Gaulle had he been allowed to come instead of Darlan 
and Giraud in the first place.. They knew nothing much of the per- 
sonalities of these leaders: they simply knew them as the masses will 
always know their leaders — at second hand and by reputation. De 
Gaulle was the name they knew as the Frenchman who had sided 
with the Allies, and they had not yet fully understood what had 
happened to him. 

The French did not hate the British. British and Americans got an 
equal welcome almost everywhere, though not unnaturally both sides 
went about imagining each was more popular than the other. There 
would be occasional swings away from the Americans toward the 
British and vice versa in certain regions at certain times, but these 
phases never lasted. T noticed a tendency after the' first few nlonths 
for the French to ref>-ard’the Americans as an innocent, boifish race in 
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coutrast to the more Europeanized and soph.islicated Biitish. Bui it was 
a fairly obvion.s distinction, since the Doti^hbr.j’ was a iioisj' and open- 
handed visitor and the Toinni 3 ' rather more reserved in his manlier. 

At all events Thibar accepted us and ^rew to like us. They did 
not fear that we would stay to rule and oppress their country alter the 
war was over. We saw, or thought we saw in those early daJ^s, great 
hope for the peace, not through the political leaders, hut through the 
couimoiiscuse of the working people. 


8 

Djedeida 

T^HEN I ariived in Algiers it was already the first week of 1943, 
'' ’ two mouths alter we had made our lauding, and only the wildest 
iniscouceplions of what was taking place at tlie front existed in Ameiica 
and England. It is no exaggeration at all to say that the average 
citizen iu New York and London had not the remotest idea of 
what the lighting was like, of who was doing it, of what weapons were 
being used, of the uut^bera engaged on both sides, of what local 
objeclives were being sought or of the prosiiects for the future. 

All this was due iio doubt to a mixture of reasons — the mahilily 
of the correspondents at the front to get their messages back, the 
necessity for secrecy which was often expressed iu fretful and over- 
cautious censorship, the strangeness of the theatre, the individual 
prejudices of the newspapers, the radio and the people, the vast dis- 
tances involved, the general muddle created by raw staff-ofiScers on 
their first operational jobs, our ignorance of the enemy and — probably 
most important of all — the fact that the men in,charge of the campaign 
had themselves no really clear-cut picture of a'situation that changed 
from day to day and hour to hour. It was, in fact, a great experiment, 
and we had to learn as we went along. 

. If only to be on your guard in the future, just for a minute throw 
your mind back to some of the simpler misapprehensions the Allied 
public was labouring under at this lime. The authorities had given 
the irapressioir that we had a huge army in action, thousands of tanks 
and guns and ajrcraft. Iu actual fact only three or four thousand men 
were fighting at the front and mostly with small arms and practically' 
no art supt)ort at all. 

In the States it was believed — as it is to this day — that the over- 
..whelming majority of troops doing the fighting was Amerioau. In 
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fad, il was verj' laT^eb’ a British operation, and froiii the sta:l oi 
the Ttiiiisiau campaign to its liuisli the Americans never amounted 
to more than one-(iuarter of the troops engaged. (This is not to say 
that the campaign could have been won without American troops 
and ecirripmeiit.) 

In England the public either could not or would not understand 
that the battle was being fought in the iriorrirlains and the mud. au<l 
that Northern Tunisia is not flat desert. Almost to the end they 
continued to make unfavourable comparisons with General Montgo- 
mery’s rapid advances through Libj-a. 

There was another thing, and this was the fundamental inaljiiiry 
of civiliaus to realize that war is a painfully long, .slow business. From 
the day war broke out people have listened to their radios and read 
their newspapers, and they have ahvays found news ot some deseiip- 
tiorr — if the Rrrssian front was quiet, then soruethiug w'as happening in 
New Guinea ot over the Ruhr. Inevitably this gave thenr the impres- 
sion that war is a fast-moving tiring. It simply is not. All the seem- 
inglj' qiiick moves — the Battle of France, tire bombing of Tcarl 
Harbour, the collapse of Singapore — were the result of years of plan- 
ning and manosrrvriug for position. This matter seerirs childishly 
obvious, but just try to get it across to any gathering in any prrb ; ,tf> 
explain just how long it lakes to gel any division from any base to airy 
front line. Try and explain the fact that up to this point only about 
twenty orrt of every hundred men sent out from Fnglahd and Aitnerica 
had seen any real fighting, and that the rest were engaged along the 
vast lines of srtpply. Try and explain that to keep one heavy bomber 
with a crew of eight in the air reauires about fifty men oit the ground. 
Try and explain that the average ship at sea rarely meets any actual 
trouble from one month’s end to another. 

The problems of suppb' were eutireb' different from the previous 
war. It now took dorrble or three times the quantity of machines and 
explosive to kill a man. 

But these things were not understood, and so at every stage of the 
war the people were impatient for action and irritated by delaj'. 

They were irritated at the New Year becanse it looked as if the 
Tunisian campaign was reaching a stalemate. It had indeed. Brrt what 
a wonderful story these two months had been. 

After the first wild rush of landing— and finding everything was 
all right, the, French collapsed— the troops had gone helter-skelter up 
the coast toward Tunis. It was a difficult journey of six or seven 
hundred miles, but wbat did that matter ? Get there somehow, and 
get there quick. Np one quite knew wbat enemy, if anj', was ahead or 
to the flanks, but morale was up to tbe limits alnd there was an infec- 
tious air of excitement and discovery. ■ 

Every available motor vehicle was taken off the ships '- at Ajlgiers 
and bundled on to the road. They rushed forward to Setif and Con- 
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stantine on the iulaiul roarl tliroiigli the mountains, and still there was 
no opposition. Others landed irom the sea at Bone and started to spread 
inland. Others again jumped by parachute into tlie midst of astonished 
farming conununities. IR.A.F. fighleis swept d.own on airlields and, 
single-handed, the pilots took charge oi the surrounding territory, and 
were rpiartered there quite happily when the ground troops arrived. 

American Rangers and men of their best combat team, British 
parachutists and battle-school-trained infantry from the Briti.sh Sc-vent}’-- 
Kighth Division and the Sixth x\rnioured Division — these were the 
men who raced forward into the unknown mounlaiits. 'I'hey com- 
mandeered civilian cars, got the railways working, reopened the 
telegraph lines, look over farm-houses as bases, cleared the roads ; and 
always they hurried forward until their lines of supply were stretched 
to the snapping point and huge uupoliced territories the size of half 
Riigland w'cre spread out behind them. 

So great was the area into which this handful of men was rnuniug 
that units lost touch with one another along the empty roads and every 
company and platoon seemed to be engaged on a private campaign of 
its own. 

At Bone, the forward port, Axis aircraft came over to bomb, and 
since no anti-aircraft guns had yet caught up with the froiit-liue troops 
the place got cruelly mauled. The iulerior of Bone became a bad 
shambles for a bit and from the hill-top basilica behind the town clown 
to the docks at the foot of 'the green cliffs an angry pall of smoke 
hung over the buildings. Tire lailwmy station was savaged and 
wrecked. The town cinema fell in on itself. vSliips trying to gel into 
the harbour were caught by bombs and the survivors stvam ashore 
through the icy sea. Along the roads the Dnftwaffe kept tip a dangerous 
Strafing and the men were leaping to the ditches a dozen times a day. 

But still, in mid-November, they were finding no real opposition 
on the ground. By now they were approaching Medjez-cl-Bab, which 
means the Keys of the Gate. From here two roads led straight into 
the heart of Trrni's. Aud it was then at last that the Germans began 
to appear. 

General Anderson had rushed his headquarters as far forward as 
Constantine and even Constantine was now a clay’s full drive behind 
the front. Going forward, the General found himself faced with a 
very serious quandary indeed. His supply lines back to Algiers were 
in a hopeless state. The railway was not yet working regularly. Bone 
was being bombed, and very little was coming in there fronr the sea. 
His men were wearied and in serious need of everything from bullets 
to biscuits. There seemed little chance of getting really good supplies 
up the long mountain roads from Algiers for weeks to come. 

But the men were full of determiuatiou' and eagernesg. They 
were incredibly dirty and short of sleep, but they lived now for the 
hottr when thev would enter Tunis. 
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The Americau Constil-General iu the towu had escaped to Cou- 
staiitiue, and he had a remarkable stors'. “Hurr3’, Ininj-, lmrr\’," he 
said. He had gone to the palace in Tunis as soon as the tirst landings 
were made at Algiers and he had read out the President’s letter to the 
Bej'. The Bey was non-committal and disposed to wait and see. He 
would not say whether or not he would give right ol waj" to the on- 
coming Allied troops. The officers of the German and Italian Armis- 
tice Commissions were at his elbow. 

In the town great things were happening. Some of the Fiench 
had risen lor the Allies. The Director of Railwai's had sent a.s timch 
rolling stock as possible out to Algeria. Other gallant men ban at- 
tempted to block the harbour by sinking a ship there. Work was at a 
standstill and there were constant brawls all through the night between 
Frenchmen and Italians. - 

As in the rest of North Africa, from Dakar to Algiers, no Axis 
troops whatever were ganisouing Tunisia. There were just the liaud- 
ful of men on the enemy Armistice Commissions, and these were 
militarily powerless. The Axis had been caught completely off balance. 

But ou the third day after the arrival of the Allies in Algiers the 
Axis had acted, and with incredible thoroughness and speed. A couple 
of small coasters had put in full of German troops. Others arrived by 
air troop-carriers ou Tunis airport, and as they poured out down the 
luaiu road to the city more and more aircraft came flying iu from Sicily. 

The German troops raced through the bewildered cities of Bizerta 
and Tunis, seizing every ke3’-point“llie post-offices, the railway 
stations, the arsenals, the docks, the airfields, the customs, the police 
stations. They spread through the back streets, cowing those who 
had been shouting for de Gaiille. The Ftench soldiers and the soldiers 
of the Bey liad been clapped under German orders before they realized 
what had happened, and now they were confined to their barracks. 
The Director of Railways had been shot, and, one after another, 
Frenchmen suspected of Allied sympathies were being thrown into 
gaol. Anyone who resisted was put up against a wall. The people 
at large were baffled and had fallen back on a sheep-like passivity while 
the Germans took over. 

But still there were only a very few Germans — a few thousands 
at the most — and they had not yet succeeded in getting in more 
than a handful of tanks. Scores of Messerschmitts, and Focke-Wulf 
fighters were arriving, but they were still awaiting petrol from Italy. 
Only twenty-five XJermans were spared to run down by sea to the big 
ports of Sousse and Sfax, and of these ten were split off to occupy 
Gabes on the Tripolitaniau border, ' Kaironan, the big inland market 
town, had been taken over by a tiny Italian garrison. 

If only we could have landed in Tunis at the beginning, the Consul 
said: The pitifully sma,ll enemy vanguard could, have done, nothing., 
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Blit now tlie Geniians wore ijonriiig in. In desperate baste tliey were 
lliiowing up new aivOeld runways, digging weapon pits, laying mines, 
inoiuiling auti-aiverait guns and' making anti-tank ditches along the 
roads. 

A German general bad arrived and seized the American Conjsid.’.s 
house, wiiich, uut'ortunalely, had just heeii redecorated. It was being 
used as German I'.oadi.inarters now. The Consul himself bad e.scaped 
onlsr by a fluke. When be had gone to read the President’.s letter to 
the Bey ho bad told bi.s wile that she should pack and leave for Con- 
stantine if he did not rclu’ n hy uightfall. His wife, .seeing the German 
soldiors in Ibo streets, had packed anyhow. That night, with some 
rrencli triends, they bad driven out of the city. Twice they were 
stopped bj' newly posted German sentries on the outskirts. The 
Gennans wore under orders to stop all unauthorized outgoing traffic 
and the soldiers peered suspiciously at the Consular party. But the 
Frenchmen in the car waved nonchalantly' and said it was all right, and 
somehow they had got through to the British lines and Constantine. 

That was the Consul’s story. Clearly it indicated that time was 
precious. The Gerinaus still might not be ready. Audersou talked 
to his senior gcuei-abs — Alfrey the corps commander, Eveleigh of 
the Seveiity-Kiglith and Keightley of tlie Sixth Armonrecl. They were 
all keen to advauce. And so it was rieoided to go forward yvitli 
the gamble. 

At once, in these last days of November, there liras skhmisliing 
along the roads with tlis German outposts. This light opposition was 
overwliclnied, but every mile now the Allies were coming under 
heavier fire. They met Germans outside Maleur in the north and 
outside Medjez-el-Bab in the south— these were the two main sectors. 
The plan was to make the Medjez-el-Bab sector the main one. The 
two roads that led thence into Tunis were both in excellent condition 
and apparently uiiniined. Both were dominated by an isolated series 
of bare humps which the troops quickly dubbed “l/ongslop Hill” — 
apparently because it bore the same relatiou to the township of Medjez- 
el-Bab as a longatop dots toward the wicket in cricket. 

The Seventy-Eighth Division swept past this obstacle and reached 
Tebourba aud Djedeida. This was on Noveiiibet 26tli, and now, 
indeed,'the battle seemed almost won. The gamble was succeeding. 
Tunis lay barely twelve miles ofi up the valley and British patrols 
going farther forward held the suburbs in view. 

At Djedeida tlie Germans counter-attacked, aud for a moment 
stopped the British rush. It was one of those moments of high drama 
in the war when one stroke can finish the battle. This was match 
point in this tumultuous game of tenuis and the Allies had won all the 
other sets. I had seen almost the same thing happen the other way 
about in Egypt the previous summer when Rommel was about to fall 
, on Alexandria and the Nile. Just one more tiny little effort he needed 
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and then he Lad everj'thmg — all Kgypl, perhaps the -n-hole of Uie 
Middle 15asl. Jnsl one more brigade oI nieii, just anollier couple- ol 
batteries ol guns and he might have done it. 

It was like that here for our men. The Germans liekl Ihc-ir ground 
and attacked again. The see-saw w^as beginning to balance ai last. 
The Allies had gone on and on and deeper into tlie German upp'.sitirm 
until the lew scattered elements that we hud at llr? from were not 
iluite strong enough to deal with the increasing enemy opp.-isilion. 
But no one knew that at the time. Everyone from privales to 
brigadiers did just what they had to do. and with what means they Lad. 
because they were caught up in this game and it had reached the high 
point of Hs intensity. 

The Germans attacked again, down the Terbourba read. Useless 
now fur the British to cast around for reinforcements — tiie reiulorce- 
nients were hundreds o£ miles awaj*. Tethonrba was given up and 
then IfOngstop Hill. Feeling banlkcd and still determined to grasp 
their prize before it was snatched awa^', Ihi* Allied ermirnanuers 
counter-attacked at Tongstop. The Guards fought their way rtp to the 
top of that vital hill, and, leaving an American unit to lioltl the place, 
were retired to strike in another direction. As they were roule- 
marchirrg back to their assembly point dispatch drivers canght up with 
the Guards’ headquarters. Tliey brought the ugly news that the 
Germans had run through the slender Amcricair garrison, and so (here 
rvas nothing for it but that the Guards should turn round and go back. 
For a second time that day they swept up to the heights of Longstop, 
but now the physical strain was too much. They could irot hold 
the position. The Allied line reformed itself at Medjez-el-Bab. 

Even now the Allies had an opportnnily of returning with a 
mortal blow. But even as they planned to strike again the matter 
wAs taken out ol their liands. Rain fell. Not ordinary laiu, but the 
wild torrential raiu of Africa. The ground turned to mud , and it was the 
mud of that same African extravt^ance, tliick, sticky and bottomless. 
The dead were buried in mud and the living were in it ttp to their 
knees. They were wet to the skin all daj' and all night. They had mud 
in their hair; mud in their food. When the mud dried it set like iron 
and had to be beaten off the boots with a hammer or a rifle-butt. Before 
the astonished eyes of the cohimanders tanks went down to their 
turrets in mud. A spell of a few fine days made no difference — the mud 
was there jnst the same, and if you seut out a squadron of tanks, you 
never knew whether or not they would be caught in another doWnpouf 
and so abandoned to the eiiemsb The few forward airfields yre pos- 
sessed — at Bone, Souk-el-Keniis and' Souk-el-Arba — all lay on the floors 
of valleys. Rain drained down on tb the flat ground, and for d,a5'6 at a 
time the aircraft were unable to take off. The Germans had no such 
disadvautagd. Their fields were basdd on porous saud pear the coast. 
And so their fighters kept multiplying in the- air 'While .‘odi's, Were 
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ditninisbiiig. Moreover, the Germans were uot advauciiig — they merely 
sought to hold ou to what they had. The rain and mud were for them 
a godsend. They perched in their fox-holes and watched the Britisli 
tanks come on into the mud-bound belt of fire. 

The British foot regiments performed feats of astonishing courage 
at this time — notably the Hampshircs, the Guards and the Argylls. 
Probably the most ferocious fighters of all were the British parachutists, 
who were grounded and used — perforce — as ordinary infantry. 

It was not easy in this bitter, ruthless figlillngfor the British coni- 
inanders to realise that the gamble so gallantlj>- taken was now going 
against them. They persisted for a time, putting in a scries of small 
counter-attacks which got nowhere, largely because battalions were 
sent to do what only brigades could have accomplished. But by tire 
middle of January it was clear that a stalemate had been reached. Of 
necessity we would have to put in occasional limited attacks to keep 
ut) OUT morale -and worry the Germans, but clearly we had to wait now 
until much greater forces were brought over from Kngland and 
America. At last it was seen that we would have to wait until the wet 
season was over in March or April. 

Eisenhower now had to make up his mind ou how he should 
dispose his forces during the lull. Should he hold on to what he had 
and make the Geniiaus pay for every yard they advanced? Or should 
he get clean out of Tunisia and re-gronp more comlortably and ex- 
peditionsly in Algeria ? He chose to hold what he had. 

The stalemate brought all sorts of questions to light. For example. 
Why bad we not lauded in Bizerta and Tunis in the drst place ? The 
Navy’s answer to that was it would have meant that the ships were 
exposed to Sicily-based aircraft and submarines for an cxlra day of 
daylight. We were already taking considerable risks in going so far 
into the Mediterranean as Algiers and Bone. 

In the event it turned out that we probably could have got safely 
through the Siciliau Narrows, aud then perhaps the Tunisian War- 
need never have been fought at all. There is no doubt that Tunis 
would have collapsed almost as easily as Oran aud Algiers. But 
whether the High Commaud was justified or not in taking that risk is 
only a matter for academic dispute now. 

There was another larger question. Had not Montgomery’s 
offensive and Eisenhower’s North African landing been staged in 
exactly the wrong order ? Had we gone into Tunisia first, Rommel 
would have fought his desert campaign knowing he had no base ou 
which to retreat, and that would have been very bad indeed for German 
morale aud German supply lines from Italy. ■ 

The answer to this probably is that the High Command expected 
to conquer Tunisia with the First Army before Montgomery reached 
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Tripoli — even with Uie First Aim 5 ’’s iate stait. At any rate the Afrika 
Korps was scooped tip eventually. The only man missing from the 
bag was Rommel himself. 

So, then, the first phase of the campaign was over at the end of 
the first fortnight in Jaunary. We had not done too badly consideiing 
that practicallj' none of the troops or their officers tvere battle-trained 
when tliey started. livery day they were getting more cunning, 
eliminating waste effort, taking better cover, striking more shrewdly 
and with fewer unnecessary casualties. 

The front had temporarily stabilized on a line running from 
Tabarka on the northern Mediterranean coast through the sodden cork- 
tree forests to Sedjenane and the blasted township of Merljez-el-Bab 
on the Medjerda River. Thence the line wobbled uncertainly south 
again over the mountains to K1 Aroussa and Sbeitla, where the trees 
became stunted and ground more rocky. After that, with many gaps, 
the troops were strung through Gafsa until the front petered out into 
an uncontested uo-mau’s-laud in the Sahara Desert. 

Roughlj' speaking, the British held the north and central sectors, 
down to FI Aroussa, the newly formed French force was grouped 
about the Grairde Dorsaale Mountains in the south centre and the 
Americans held from Sbeitla to Gafsa— an uncertainly balanced three- 
decker cake. 

This was the line I set out to see in the trriddle of January, the 
line on which I was going to live for the next four itroulhs. To the 
south of Mareth was Morrtgomery’s Eighth Army, which had now flung 
Rommel out of Libya. The enemy position, manned with about 
200,000 troops of Rommel’s aud von Anrim’s conrbiued armies, was a 
rough rectangle sixty miles wide, a hundred aud fifty miles deep. 
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Medjez-el-Bab 


TN Africa it was always good to be on the road to the front. Once you 
^ left the city behind, you had a leeliug of escape, even a sense of 
strong freedom, as though you were a school boy setting off for the 
sumnter holidays. You knew that in the place you were going money 
was not going to count any more. , There would be no ' newspapers, 
no telephones, no buses or trains to catch, and life would be lived freely 
in the open air. Moreover, you had no idea of. how long you would 
be away or of where you were going or of what wduld happep. ‘ ' 
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liven in the desert this was so. When we were in Cairo wo would 
saj' that we hated tlie desert. But once we ^ot past Mena House on 
tlie road to Alaiueiu and Mersa Matruh there would be a feeling of 
liglituess and escape and expectation. 

Ill North Africa it was even belter, because in place of the desert 
the road wound Ihrongh a country that looked like a garden, and at 
evciy twist in the road there was something new. 

it was still very early when we got out of the cobble-stone 
clatter along Algiers Docks, and then, a map on my knee — one of 
those Michelin maps I had not seen since niy last holiday through 
France — I cliarted the course past the airfield atMaison Blatiche, past 
the village with that perfect name, Relour de la Cliasse, and down into 
the long valley, where we would jun all morning,, keeping the great 
white range of the Atlas Mountains on our left. 

The viueyards were astouishiug. They ran ou mile after mile, 
and to-day the wind coming off the snow blew the while and pink 
fruit-tree blossoms through the vines. Sometimes Ihrongh the morning 
we got involved ill long convoys of guns and tanks and trucks that 
were pushing up to the front. A railway kept winding in aud out of 
the valley, aud when a shut railufay gate blocked the path and the 
snorting antique French locomotive went by, you could see that the 
carriag-is were full of Doughboys with their outsize helmets and 
Tommies sleeping on their kits. The black tarpaulins over the open 
trucks revealed the shapes of more gnus, more tanks. 

Fvery few miles Arabs stood beside the road aud offered up eggs 
and tangerines, chickens aud oranges, tviue and rabbits. The sun 
slieamcd down. 

Toward midday we came to the head of the valley and a long 
goods train was .stationary on the level crossing, blocking back the 
tralEc for a quarter of a mile on either side. I was new to the road 
then, and indeed I had to travel that way half a dozen limes before I 
realized what a neat job of sabotage the slalionmaster was doing. 
There was always a train sprawled- across the main road at this place, 
and consequently always a traEBc block. The Army sirpply lines lost 
at least three hours a clajr there. 

We waited ou this tnorning for fifteen minutes. The iiaiive engine- 
driver hung impassively out of his' cab and did nothing whatever. I 
walked up to tne head of the line of vehicles on the. road and found a 
military policeman. 

“Why can’t the train move?” 

“I duuuo,” the policeman said, "it’s always happening like this 
and I can’t speak their bloodj^ language.” 

He tried again. The engine-driver shrugged his shoulders. “The 
signal’s down.” , . 

“Then whp works the signal ?”■ we asked. 
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With contempt he answered, “The signalman,” and no amount of 
persuasion could get out of him the whereabouts of the signal-box, 

“Divide the train for a few minutes and let the traffic go through,” 
we said at last. “We can uncouple this carriage here on the crossing 
and you pull forward for twenty yards.” 

“Can’t do that without permission of the station master,” said the 
engine-driver, and he had a maddening way of talking. 

“Where is the station master ?” 

“He’s gone to lunch.” 

A sergeant in one of the lorries who was as angry as I was said to 
the British policeman, “Just look the other way, will smti, chnni ?” 
and he unstrapped his tommy-gun. The train was parted and the 
traffic flowed through. 

We passed now into the next valley, an ontlandish place of slate- 
coloured boulders and wild cataracts among the firs. Beyond this the 
road burst suddenly on to the high plains of Algeria, a great steppe 
where tlie wheat rolled like the sea under the freezing wind, and here 
you could travel at eighty miles au hour along the straight and perfect 
highway. 

Near Setif the air was alive with newly arrived American bombers 
and fighters, and as we drew petrol in the town we fell in with a 
platoon of young Americans who had been out on a man-hunt. German 
aircraft had been over two nights before dropping Arabs and Germans 
dressed as Arabs who hid by day in friendly well-paid faim-hoiises and 
by night laid cliarges under the bridges and railway lines. Two of 
the saboteurs had been brought in. 

In the darkness and with no headlights we crawled into the tourist 
town of Constantine, which is suspended like a spider’s web above and 
around a spectacular gorge, a town on a massive rock from which in 
the daytime you could .see across Algeria for a hundred miles in 
every direction. 

It was a headquarters town now and full of troops who moved 
curiously amoug the tourists and the French refugees who had fled 
here to get away from the war. As at Aix-en-Frovence or any of the 
towns in the Midi in the old days, the French sat around in the open- 
air cafes drinking syrupy aperitifs and watching, watching, watdhing. 

At Constantine I began to see just how modern and well equipped 
this new First Army was. For one thing, there was a transit camp, 
and that was something new to me. Instead of pulling in beside the » 
road and sleeping iii the vehicles or on the ground, you called on the 
Town Major and he gave you the. address of a place where you could, 
get a bed and a hot meal and food and petrol for. the next day’s 
journey. , My bed was.a wire mattress in a children's nursery school 
that had been taken over, but there .were blankets and the, place , wals 
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warm. Two parachutists who had just come in from behind the 
German lines lay on the next two beds to mine, Inxniiating in the 
comfort. It was their first night ont of the mud for a mouth. 

The place wa,s full of odd characters — motor torpedo boat oflicers 
who had been mating raids on the Italian convoys in the Sicilian 
Narrows, awkward and lofty young suballerus just ont from England 
with batmen and bright uniforms, R.A.F. pilots who had been shot 
down aud were on their way back to their sriuadrons, American in- 
telligence officers looking for their units, and others who had simply 
got lost. You could pick up a hundred stories in an hour. 

It was all so neiv — that was the thing I could not get used to after 
the dusty and dilapidated-looking Eighth Aruiy. New uniforms, new 
guns, new vehicles, new men. There were things that never found 
their way ont to the desert — cases of whisky, gin aud beer, coffee and 
coffee-cups, orderlies to cook and orderlies to clean your boots, china 
plates and eggs and bacon for breakfast, white bread and hot water. 
Everyone appeared to live in houses or at least in tents. The road was 
plastered with notices that would have taken the most timid motorist 
through the wilds of Thibet: “Dangerous curve ahead... Keep your 
distance . . . Bumps ahead . . . Narrow bridge . . . Steep hill . . . Rough 
Surface. . . . Beware of slippery surface. . . . Keep clear of the verges” 
(which some soldier had uaturally altered to "Keep clear of the 
virgins”). 

Everything, it seemed, that could keep the army well fed, comfort- 
able and happy had been laid on. If you broke dowu on the road it 
was uot an hour or two before your vehicle was picked up by a Light 
Aid Detachment aud mended. Every township had a Town Major 
and , accommodation, the Naafi stores, were full of soap, cigarettes, 
tooth-paste, sweets aud even fresh clothing. There was a regular 
postal service. Everyman, especially the Americans, carried arouud 
twice or three times as much kit as any soldiers I had seen before. 
They all looked smart aud tidy and well shaven. Generals buzzed 
about iu reconnaissance planes, and jeeps — those jeeps that were 
beyond price in the desert — were on the road iu hundreds. 

Now was this a serious army or a luxury parade-ground army ? 
Were these be-monocled young British lieutenants and grape-fruit-juice 
fed Ameripaus quite tough enough? What was going to happen to 
them when they hit the German Ninetieth Light Division and the 
Panzer Grenadiers ? 

Well, I was scarcely entitled to say much, about it, a non-combat- 
ant, _ sitting on a warm bed with a glass of whisky, three hundred miles 
behind the front. But in a sudden access of douljt and fear I wanted 
to get forward quickly and see what was happening. 

In the morning when hoar frost was still crunching on the road, 
I bought the local French paper in Constantine. There was one little 
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item ou the front page that more than ans'thing else abruptl 3 ' made me 
realize that France was back in the war again. It said, “A Court 
Martial, sitting in Constantine yesterdaj% sentenced to death the two 
natives, Mahmoud Als’’ and Hassau Aly, who were found guilty of 
hiding and assisting enemy saboteurs operating behind our lines. 
The two prisoners were shot this morning.” Only twents’-four hours 
had ela'psed since our American friends had brought the two natives in 
and handed them over to the French. 

We ran down now out of the cold mountains and the snow into 
the half-tropical vegetation along the coast at Philippeville. If ever 
one needed a proof of the insanity of war it was here. A superb vine- 
yard that for twenty years had produced tlie finest wine of the region 
liad been torn out. Soldiers grubbed at the gnarled old roots and 
stacked them in neat piles beside the road, where they would dry and 
be useful for firewood later ou. An old peasant farmer hung over the 
fence watching the soldiers at work and though we tried to talk to him 
his heart was loo full for words. In place of the vines they were' 
laying long runways of steel malting through the mud. When I 
came bj' a few months later great bombers were already taking off 
for Italy. 

Beyond the lovely palm-tree port of Philippeville the coast road 
turns straight into the mountains again and this is the region of the 
cork-tree forests. Mounds of cork bark w^ere piled along the tracks. 
The cork had been awaiting export ever since the war began. And to 
this now was added the high explosive that had been brought ashore 
for the array. 

Never before or since had I seen such quantities of aniumnition, 
so many evil piles of yellow bombs. The trains ou the narrow-gauge 
railway were piled with bombs too, and shells. For thirty miles the 
ammunition was stacked in heaps on either side of the road under the 
trees, and more was being dumped as we went along. These were the 
bombs that, in the end, were not all needed in the Tunisian campaign 
and later fell on Italy and Furope. 

The port of Bone has a huge square Byzantine basilica standing 
ou a high knoll outside the town, but beyond that the place is purely 
French. Places like Algiers are hybrid growths, luxury resorts 
where the millionaires have built their villas. But. Bone was alpiost 
painfully reminiscent of those Proveusal French towns we had not 
seen for years. It was all there— the Saint Raphael advertisements 
with the hurrying wmilers, the signs that read “Dubo. . . Dubon. , . 
Dubnunet,” the gay umbrellas over the tables on the pavqinent cafes' 
and the people sitting under the trees in the town square, the piled-up 
barrows of fish and oranges down by , the docks, the men in striped 
sweaters and the women with bright baudkexchlsfs over their heads, ■ 
the graceful facades of the buildings with their sloping Mansard .roofs 
and window-boxes, the red and white terra-c6tla cottages by thfe sea, 
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the cobble-stoues aud the paper-covered books iti the shops, the 
marioiietle-like gendarmes at the corners and the mad traflic. 

A good deal of all this was blown tip. The square was roped off 
because a bombed wall was about to collapse there at any minute. 
The Church was a mass of black and fallen litiihers. There was still 
ruuuing water but no electiic light as we groped our way to the Town 
Major’s office through the rain. He boarded us out for the night with 
a young French woman in the suburbs, twenty francs each for the bed. 

“l have sent the children into the country while the bombing 
lasts," she said. She kept running into oiir room with odd scraps of 
conversation. We were her first guests from the British Army and 
she was nervous, excited and gay all at the same time. When the 
sirens howled and German aircraft raced over the house-tops machine- 
gunning she went into the kitchen and baked us one of those sticky 
caramel French cakes you have to eat with a spoon, and she stood 
over ns until we had finished it. In the morning we found that the 
•cake had taken the last of her sugar ration. 

All day after leaving Bone we threaded in and out of convoys 
trundling through the rain up to the front. The leading vehicle of 
these convoys travelled about twenty miles au hour, the regulation 
pace. Yet by some form of mathematics I don’t understand, the last 
vehicles in the convoys were always travelling bet'ween thirty and 
forty miles an hour in order to keep up. I watched that phenomenon a 
dozen times as we ran across the border into Tunisia and back into 
the mountains. 

In the alternoon when wild flurries of snow aud sleet were break- 
ing* across the road we reached the Hfltel Transatlantic, a tiny alpine 
pensmi at I^es Chines. We had been travelling three days now, aud 
still we had not reached the front. A handful ot officers had come 
back here from the mud for a few daj's’ rest — men who had exhausted 
themselves temporarily on night patrols and skirmishing through 
the woods. 

They had been up to their necks in muddy fox-boles most of the 
time with no cover whatever over their beads. There was a Spitfire 
pilot, the leader of his squadron, who was going home. The other 
pilots had tried to keep it a secret from the senior officers that the boy’s 
eyesight was failing. In the raids over Tunis he had grown more and 
more reckless to make up for his deficiency, but it had been impossible 
to disguise the fact that sometimes, when he got back, be had to make 
several runs in order to get down. In the end he was ordered to 
submit to a medical examination and now he was grounded and going 
home. It had hurt the boy more than he could say, beiug grounded, 
for he and his friends had fought together for a long time. He felt he 
was out of it, disgraced, not good enough any more. The other pilots 
were giving him a farewell dinner and trying through the conversation 
totell'himthat'whathewas thinking was not so, that he was still the- 
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leader of the squadron. Bnt thej’ made no attempt to disguise the 
fact that they thought it was bad luck he was not going to have the 
chance to risk his neck twice a day over Tunisia any more. 

In the morning we came down out of the mountains and the storm 
into the sunshine cf the Medjerda Valley. The other correspondeut.s, 
the veterans who had been on the job since the landing, were drinking 
gin and lime on the balcony of the Grand Hfitel de 'I'hibar. I was in- 
troduced to inadame. 

“lion jour, Monsieur Morsel,” said madanie cheerfully. “Bienvenu.’’ 

Each day then we travelled onl to the most interesting sections 
of the front from. Thibar. You could get to almost anywhere on the 
line witiiin an hour or two, gather the story and then drive back to 
Thibar in the evening to write it. 

For a month I could not get used to this front. The geography baf- 
fled me. The tactics were an endless riddle. It was, I suppose, a kind 
of claustrophobia, for I could not accustom myself to the nearness of 
everything, the fact that while you sat on one hill there was the enemy 
just across the valley silling on the next hill. Sometimes you could 
lift your glasses and actually see the Germans walking about. 

For years the enemy had been for me someone remote, a red line 
on the map, a cloud of dust across the desert horizon. A comfortable 
no-mati’s-land dividing the two armies by ten or twenty miles — some- 
times by fifty miles — had been the accepted thing in Egypt and Eibya. 
Since the enemy could run across the flat intervening space in an 
hour or two, you would, not willingly bed down for the night anywhere 
within sight or earshot of him. I bad never really seen a battle, only 
bits of battle; all the rest vanished- under clouds of smoke and dust, 
and spread for a Intndred miles across the desert. You never looked 
down on anyone — or up to them — since there were no hills. Even 
when the battle joined it was a thing of terribly fast movement that 
spilled in all directions, so that there would first be firing away to the 
right, then away to the left, and you might travel for a full day behind 
the enemy lines and then drive through them back to your own people 
again. 

But here the troops were tumbled on top of one another. They 
stuck to the roads. They stayed put. They never made great encircling 
movements. And you could see the fighting. You could climb up on 
a hill and see your own tanks go out and see the enemy tanks and guns 
emerge to meet them. The two armies seemed to be for ever clutched 
in. a tight embrace. A ferocious skirmish might he going on in one 
valley, and if you happened to be a couple of miles away in the neset 
valley you heard nothing and knew nothing. If you advanced a 
thousand yatds it was considered a g:feat achievement. Every foot of 
the front was complicated and dangerous — land-minds all over the , 
place, snipers perched in the most unlikely spots, shells and mortafs 
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droptiicg out o[ tiowliete. The pleasure of motoring about the frout 
from one sector to another was gone altogether. You had to keep 
your frozen head poked through the roof ol the car on the look-out, 
and even tlien you often got no lime to jump out befoic the Messer- 
schuiitt was upon you. Aud this went on for scores of miles behind the 
frout. At night there was no peace in the forward areas because of the 
bombing over that confined space. 

This compression of the fighting seemed to me to call h>r much 
finicker wits and much more vigilance than the desert, except of course 
when a battle was joined aiul then perhaps you had to think quicker in 
the open space. My uatnial instincts were to .seek safety in space — 
in danger alwaj's run for the open desert. Here it was the other way 
about. Kveryone dived for cover under a rock or in a wood. 

Aud there was the nuid aud the rain. It changed everj'thing. 
Instead of the freedom of shorts and a shirt you were buttoned up to 
the ears in a heavy kit. Now I began to understand why men lived in 
farm houses aud caves when they could, why the roads were so well 
sigu-pdsted, and why the army grabbed what comforts it could when it 
was not acLnally engaged. This perishing cold, this all-iuvading rand 
and this lack of hot food could exhaust and kill a man just as thoroughly 
as bullets. 

I discovered this around Sedjenaue where I began a seiies of lours 
down the line. Sedjenaue was a wayside railway station in the wet 
cork forest on the waj' to Mateur. Whoever held Mutenr held Bizerta, 
and whoever held Green and Bald Hills outside vSedjenane held Mateur. 
The Argylls among others attacked those two hills in the early days. 
They were bludgeoned aud broken up by the most terrible cross-fire 
that entirely governed the one narrow road. There was a long railway 
tunnel at that point loo, aud the Germans held one end, we the other. 
At night, patrols of each aide used to go into the tunnel and lay booby 
traps. By day the constant shelling went on until the very mountain- 
sides were churned up into craters of red mud. Every lime the Argylls 
emerged from their fox-holes and advanced through the mud on foot 
they were cut up. 

Almost to the very end this cruel iu-fightiug went on, and as in 
most of the other places along the line, whoever held the high ground 
held the battlefield. If you won the pass then you won everything. 
Green aud Bald Hills were Number One Pass on the line, and if you 
care to drive across the mountains there now you will see by the 
graves how badly we wanted to get through; how determined the 
Germans were to stop us. 

The road near Sedjenaue was so often blitzed from the air by 
German fighters pipping up from their fields ten minutes away, that it 
was closed to vehicles in the daytime. You had to park your car a 
mile or two back and walk on foot and under cover to the forward 
positions.' 
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This was where onr paiachiiUsts fought when they ■were Inrned 
into (irditiar^’’ iul’aulry. No prisoners were taken iu that terrible 
skirntishing through the rocks. I called on the parachutists one day, 
and all round the hush was heavy with the sweet and nauseating 
sniell ol bodies that were turning rotten iu the sun after the raiu. Tti 
their whole approach to death these young men had completely 
altered. They had killed so many themselves and with the bas'onet. 
They had seen so many of their companiou.s die. They had become 
so well acLiuaiiited with death they had no fear oi it any longer. The 
fact that that body lying over there was Bill or Jack or Jim who had 
eaten breakfast with them this morning was not remarkable or horrible: 
yon either lived or yott died or you got wounded, and any one of these 
conditions was an accepted condition. It was not that pity or grief 
had gone out ol them, but that the3' were living in a well of danger 
and their lives were sharpened and lifted up to the point of meeting 
that danger directly. It was all vers' largely a technical matter — 
whether j’ou got your machine-gun burst in first and with the right 
direction. These men were soaked in war. They were grown old to 
war in a few weeks, and all the normal uses of peace and the ambitions 
of peace were entirely drained out of them. 

These were the men who were flung into any part of the line that 
was critical. They led the forward rushes ; they slopped the gaps in 
the retreats. They were feared by the Italians — and by the Germans — 
as the most terrible animals. 

The conditions in which the parachutists ■ lived at the front were 
barely good enough to keep life going — bully, biscuits, not much else. 
Once lor four days and nights they were in the rain and under fire and 
unable to heal any food or drink because the smoke of a fire im- 
mediately drew snipers’ bullets. Some, in the extremity of their 
hunger and shuddering cold, said, “The hell with it — I’ve got to eat,’’ 
but they were killed as soou as they got a fire going. At length they 
were brought a lew miles back for a spell. Some huts had beeu pre- 
pared for them and a meal. But when the men got off the trucks they 
did not want to walk the remaining four hundred yards for the meal 
and the shelter. They fell on to the mud beside their trucks and slept 
iu the streaming rain. 

Once on Jebel Mausour a sergeant of these men led his platoon to 
the top. He himself was still shooting when he got the order to retire, 
and his companions were dead around him. Prom down the hill the 
others saw him suddenly clip another magazine of bullets to his gun, 
and he stood upright facing the enemy and in their continuous chain 
of fire. , . 

"• this,” the sergeant said, " — -this.” He shouted, it straight at 

the screaming sky, bis ultimate expression of human dignity and defiant 
pride. And he walked straight toward the enemy, firing as he went,' 



472 


AFRICAN XiilLUtiy 


one man against a thousand. It was impossible to see how fat he got 
before he died. 

The parachutists were a small brigade — perhaps 1500 to 1600 at 
the front. When the campaign ended they had killed about three 
thousand Germans and Italians. 

Medjez-el-Bab and Tongstop Hill were Number Two Pass leading 
into Tunis, and the Argylls — or what was left of them — were in the 
line the fir.st time I went there. A providential burst of sunshine had 
come through and dried out a thick crust on top of the chocolate mud. 
Coming down either from Testour or from Oued Zarga farther up the 
Medjerda Valley the township still looked like a township, and the 
peasants were still tilling their farms round about. Right through this 
campaign the farmers kept on at their laud in the front line. When 
everything in their world was crumbling about them they clung tena- 
ciously and patheticalls' to their peace-time habits. If the farmhouse 
was blitzed the peasants lived in the cowsheds. If an army head- 
quarters moved in on the homestead then the farmer stayed right on 
and fed his chickens among the anti-aircraft guns. If a field had to be 
ploughed then he simply skirted round the shell craters. The peasants 
and the Arabs went to ground somewhere when a barrage or bombing 
was on, but they would not leave their homes. 

There was one young British artillery officer whose position was 
overrun by the Germans. He put an Arab cloak over his uniform, 
hitched a plough on to his gun-towiug tractor and spent all that day 
ploughing round and round the field among the Germans. In the 
night he coupled up one of his guns and drove back to the British 
lines. 

At first then, I noticed nothing abnormal in the approaches to 
Medjez-el-Bab. But once in the streets one saw a depressing shambles. 
The old and beautiful bridge had tumbled into the sleepy river and 
another militars' bridge had been run up. Every now and then the 
enemy was lobbing over a shell. For a month they had been trying to 
hit the new bridge, bnt even to-daj' when one shell made a crater at 
its western end the structure remained solid, and it stayed intact until 
the end of the whole campaign. Post office, church, shops, school 
and mosque — everything was torn about by the tornado of high explo- 
sive and reduced to the same dreary colour of the mud. A raagnificeul 
grove of ' eucalyptus, only slightly splintered by the shellfire, led 
through cratered fields to the railway station where the Argylls had 
their headquarters. These iiien, too, had the habit of war. Each night 
their patrols went out in no-man’s-laud rounding up hostile Arabs, 
laying mines, setting ambushes and getting information. The Germans 
from Eongstop Hill were doing precisely the same thing. Standing 
behind a low garden wall I saw the trenches and the earthworks of the 
enemy only a mile away. The fighting now had lost its virulence and 
it, was one of those frequent moments in war where both sides, as 
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though by common consent, agree not to attack in force becaitse thes' 
know they are too weak. 

Etjtially botli sides knew that sooner or later an attack ninst come 
and that again men must go out into that field of oats that lay between 
the two armies. 

In the meantime the Argylls drank the petrol tin full of red Tliibar 
wine we had bought and washed their filthy underwear and wrote 
letters home and brewed that new solution called ration tea which is a 
powdered mixture of tea, milk and sugar and which tastes, in my 
opinion, like sweet earth. For the moment we were content to let this 
Pass, too, stay in German hands. 

Pass Number Three was at El Ai-oussa, another battered towm- 
ship in the vaUe3' leading up to Pont du Fabs. Something was usnall5' 
happening here. The Sixth Armoured Division had set up its head- 
quarters in a farmyard and from there General Keiglitlej', knee deep 
in ducks and pigs, kept up a sort of Red Indian warfare on the enemy. 
His division was sent out from England with Valentine tanks. II is 
too late now to ask whj' his division was given Valentines which had 
already proved themselves inade(iuate in the desert. The two-pounder 
gun was simply not good enough either in the hills or on the plains, 
and no amount of argument either in the House of Commons or the 
War Office or the factories was going to make them good enough. 
Eater on the division was given the American Sheniiau tanks tliej’’ 
ought to have had in the first place, and they lost several valuable 
weeks making the change-over. However, in Januarj', Valentines 
were all they had, and they made a series of daring but not very 
decisive forays up the valley toward Pout du Fahs. 

Stubbornly — pig-headedly if you like — ^we were learning here the 
painful lesson that you cannot attack fixed positions with tauks. 

Every day that went by the gun was more and more dominating 
the fighting in these hills, and the tank was falling into the background. 
The greeu floor of the valley looked inviting enough. But send a 
half squadron of tanks out and theu — crash. Ont roared the enemy 
anti-tank guns from twenty different directions. 

You would have thought the Germans would have learned this 
lesson. After all they were the masters of the anti-tank gnu teclmiqne — 
the technique of keeping your own tanks out of the battle and luring 
the enemy tanks on to the guns. But the day I first went down to 
El Aroussa the German Mark Ills and IVs came charging down the 
valley. They had the misfortune to choose the day when' we had, 
about seventy twenty-five pounders in the vicinity all carefully sighted. 

Traced on the map afterwards the course ,pf the, enemy tanks 
looked like, aiheart. They came out of Pout du Fahs as one formation, 
then split and forked off in two lines on . either side of the valley. At 
the moment both columns ran into OUT twenty-five-pounder 
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barrage and tiirued inwards. Those tliat were left joined in the centre 
and ran lor home. It ever there was a lesson to every tank coiniiiander 
in the war it was tliere. And now we proposed to follow tip our 
advantage with an infantry attack on a useful rise called Two Tree 
Hill Wespite the fact that the eucitiy some days ago had cut down the 
two trees because thej^ believed we were sighting our guns on them. 

The Irish went in under a full! moon, and tor the next_ twentj'- 
four hours the valley was lull of cross-fire aud hot skiniiishing with 
the hand-grenade and the rifle through the foothills. 

As the tightiug died down we came back to Bl Aroussa village, 
which was inucli cut about with bombing, aud the usual aigumeni 
broke out about where we were to sleep. One group favoured a great 
baru-like building in the centre of the village despite the fact that it had 
had its roof tom off and was now filled with coils ot barbed wire. The 
other group favoured the open countryside away from bomb targets. In 
the end we compromised with the veranda of a village on the outskirts. 

It was an uncomfortable night. The guns kept flashing spas- 
modically up the valley. Twice I was woken in the early morning — 
once by a despatch rider most improbably bringing me a cable from 
Tondou, aud later by a wounded Frenchiuau who stood dripping 
blood oyer our sleeping-bags until we got up and took him to a doctor. 

The morning broke unusually clear and I wandered into the 
village. In the main street half a dozen Tommies were washing in the 
horse-trougli and I fell into conversation with them. They were 
Londoners, adolescent boys on their first campaign aud enjoying a 
good deal of it. Their backs and chests as they washed were very 
white but their faces had gone scarlet llirottgh exposure. They earned 
on an effervescent conversation about the only three things that 
interest a soldier outside his regiment — the mail from home, food and 
women. 

They were friendly aud shy and very determined to do well in 
the war. I declined breakfast with them as my own at that moment 
was ready. 

As I walked back to ray camp the Stukas came over. They came 
very slowly and I suppose about eight hundred feet up, just a dozen 
of them with one or two fighters up above. There was ample time to 
run a few yards into the fields and throw oneself into the first avail- 
able hollow. 

It seemed for a moment they were going to sail by the village but 
at the last moment they altered direction, opened their flaps, and 
dived. The bombs tumbled out lazily, turning over and over m the 
morning sunshine. Then with that gtacelul little jump and a flick each 
aircraft turned upward and out of its dive aud wheeled away* It aii 
happened very slowly. They could sdaicely have missed the centre 
of ihd village but they were very lucky to have hit a large truck filled 
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with annminiliou. I’lie truck caught fire and the bullets kept blowing 
00 iu all Jireclioiis, red lor the tracers aud while lor the others. Half 
a dozen fires were started and the flames struggled to surge upward 
through the dust aud smoke. One of the explosions performed the 
remarkable feat of killing a dove which fliew through the air and struck 
down an officer who was in the act of talking to me. One of our men 
had been carrying a tin of eggs up the road and now he picked himself 
up ruefully from the sticky mess. 

I walked over to the centre of the village keeping care to stay 
away from the exploding ammunition lorry. A twenty-foot .steel 
water-tank had collapsed like a fallen house of cards. I'lie baru-iike 
building in which we had proposed to spend the night had taken auolheT 
direct hit and the coiled barbed wire had threshed about wildly in a 
thousand murderous tentacles. The blast had carried these fragments 
across to the water-trough aud now my six young Iriends were 
curiously huddled up aud twisted over one another. It is the stillness 
of the dead that is so shocking. Even their boots don’t seem to lie on 
the ground as those of a sleeping man would. They livui’l move at all. 
They seem to slump into the earth with such uimatural overwhelming 
lireduess; aud I will never grow used to the sight of the dead. 

. That then was Number Three Pass as I first saw it and now wish 
to forget it. There remained Number Pour, the American sector about 
Sbeitla and Gafsa. This was tinUke the others. The grass was 
thinner, the trees stunted, the high ground full of brown bare rocks. 
Gafsa was not, strictly speaking, a pass at all — it was a jaunty little 
oasis sprawling ou the edge of the desert — and at this point our front 
lueaudered across the open country. We bad good positions on which 
to fall back at Kasseriue aud Tebessa but the line itself W'as exposed 
aud could be flanked. 

The Eighth Army had not yet come up from the south to join 
hands with The First Army and plug Rommel securely into Tunisia. A 
great empty gap lay between the two Allied Armies, and this empty 
region extended over the salt lakes, called shotts, and ran from Tebessa 
in the west to Mareth on the coast. Beyond that the Sahara rolled on 
interminably to the Equator. 

So at this stage — the end of January aud early February — the 
stalemate was complete. Our original gamble had failed^ Montgomery 
had still to gear up his army once again at Mareth at the end of its pro- 
digious lines of supply. The four main passes of Tunisia were held 
strongly by the Germans and they were getting stronger every day. 

The fighting along the lines was only a curtain-raiser for the big 
show that was yet to come. Everywhere we could we wriggled forward 
on to a hill so as to be in a better position to launch a full-scale attack 
when the day camei , The Germans on fheit side counter-attacked, us 
o0 these hills, hopinsr that We should never establish a .satisfactory 
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springboard for the great swoop on 'Tunis. It was an uneasy shifting 
line and no one was happ 3 ' about it. But still there was nothing much 
we could do until Montgomery arrived. Everyone in the First Army 
was now asking, “Where is Montgomerj'?’’ “When does the Elighth 
Army arrive ?” 


Tripoli 


"^ITHIN four months — from October to January — the British Eighth 
'' ' Army had done amazing things in the desert. It had advanced 
fifteen hundred miles across some of the most inhospitable country in 
the world. It had smashed the Italian Fascist Empire in Africa. It had 
fought one major action at Alameiu in Egypt and two minor ones at 
El Agheila and Zem-Zem in Tripolilania. 


It had captured 30,000 prisoners including a dozen important 
generals and killed and wounded something like 40,000 men. In their 
retreat the Axis lost perhaps 500 tanks, 1000 aircraft, 1500 vehicles 
and stores worth many millions of pounds. Three vital ports, Tobruk, 
Benghazi and Tripoli, were in our bauds and in operation. We had 
failed to catch Rommel, but the power of his Afrika Korps was at 
least halved. Incontestably the Eighth Army was the finest lighting 
machine in the Anglo-American forces and the name of its general 
stood higher than that ol any other- 


Probably it is still too soon to assess this extraordinary crusade 
across the desert ; but at least now we can make a selection of the 
most vital events and lay them out for analysis. 


If you put the story through a critical sieve a whole mass of 
things that looked important at the lime fall through and you are left 
with hall a dozen hard lumps of military discovery. 


First, there was the personality of the new general. Bernard Mont- 
gomery, as we saw him when he first arrived in the desert, was a 
slightly built man with a thin nervous face, an ascetic who neither 
drank nor smoked. He was a military scholar who had cut away 
from himself most of the normal diversions of life, and this left him 
with a fund of restless energy, part of which he expended in a religious 
faith in himself and his God and part in a ruthless determination to 
make battle. Uke most missionaries be was flamboyant, and there was 
in him an almost messianic desire to make converts and to prove his 
doctrines were the right ones. An unusual man, not an easy companion. 
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General Montgomery represented central control in the British 
Army as against the democratic ways of most of the other generals — 
Wavell and Alexander, for example. These last preferred to accept 
the army and its system as they fonnd it. They tried nothing revolu- 
tionarjr but endeavoured to improve on the existing state of things. 
They moved on the principle that there is some good in ever 5 ' man 
and every weapon if they were used in the right way. They consnltcd 
their subordinates and left a good deal of the actual control to them. 
They coniinanded by a system of compromises and makeshifts which 
were adjusted to meet each emergency that came up. England and 
the Britisli Empire had been governed on these lines for several 
hundreds of years and so the system seemed natural enough. 

Now Montgomery was just the reverse. He believed in surgery, 
not homoeopathy. If a thing was not going right or only partially 
right, then cut it ont altogether; don’t try makeshifts and slow drugs ; 
sack the man to blame outright. His ideas were a logical extension of 
the Bedaux efficiency system in America and the Stakhanov system 
in the Soviet factories. By the Montgomery method the whole art of 
war was reducible to a pattern and a series of numbers ; it was all 
based on units of man-power and fire-power and so forth. He by no 
means ntbbed out the human element; he simply believed that a 
correct system and good leadership would inspire the troops and draw 
ont hitherto wasted resources of energy. 

Montgomery bad this system and this faith, and he believed in 
them passionately. He was itching to put his ideas into practice. 
Suddenly Churchill gave him the chance. 

When the General arrived in the Middle East in August 1942 he 
had the great good fortune to find a ready-made and experienced 
army waiting fox him. Two j-ears’ fighting and training bad made many 
of them wonderful troops and there were plenty of them. The three 
armoured divisions — the First, Seventh and Tenth — were English, and 
there were in addition two English foot divisions, the Fiftieth and the 
Forty-Fourth, The Empire had provided five more infantry divisions— 
two South African, one Indian, one New Zealand and one Australian. 
There was also the Highland Division. A total of eleven divisions, 
all ready to go into battle. Moreover, the eciuipment was pouring in 
at a rate never approached in the Middle East before — British guns, 
American tanks and aircraft from both countries. 

In itself this huge instrument of nearly two hundred thoHsand 
men was ready for anything.' But the things it lacked badly were a 
clearly defined purpose and a le^er. They got both in Mant'g;omety. 
"Follow me,” he cried, “and we will smash Rommel.” Since the 
General believed this himself, it was not long before the troops began 
to believe it too. Before thdt own eyes great Sauafirdns of tanks and 
guns were pouring into the desert and naturally the new , General was , 
viven the credit for it; From taow on the sufaofdinhtes to'oka Very' 
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Sttbordinate position indeed. Everything came straight from the 
General. Moreover, the new General was a man the troops conld 
nnderstand. He was very much one of the boys. He painted Monty 
on his tank and he went round wearing a urost stimulating array of 
hats and badges. He harangued lire army like a prophet. All this 
might .seem like bad form to the officers of the old school, but the 
troops loved it. Monty had won them over before the battle started. 
His shrewdest move of all was to spread the idea that the Eighth 
Army was an independent striking force, taking its orders from no one. 
He was their General and he was going to lead them on their own 
private crusade across Africa. 

Behind all this there resided in the General a long and very solid 
military training. If his battles lacked genius at least they were fought 
brilliantly aud with good sound logic. Enormous experiments, espe- 
cially in armoured fighting, were being evolved aud they were entirely 
beyond the control of any one man, but Montgomery’s battles brought 
the results to light. 

Alamein will be studied in military academies for many years to 
come. The Eighth Army found itself in front of a short line, barely 
forty miles long, that could not be turned because the sea lay at one 
end and a marsh at th'e other end. Consequently it had to be attacked 
directly. 

The Australians had already made themselves a good big dent in 
the enemj'^ positions along the coast; so clearly this had to be used. 
But we needed turn lines of attack to prevent the enemy concentrat- 
ing, and a point half-way down the line seemed to be the best second 
line of advance. 

The Germans on their side had mined their ground in great depth 
and covered it with artillery and smaller guns firing on, fixed lines. 
Both sides held their armour in reserve, ready to rush critical 
points once the battle was joined. The British ontunmhered the enemy 
in everything except men by possibls' as much as three to two, 
blit still they needed this advantage since they were going to do the 
attacking. 

The British had one other thing in their favour — Marshal Rommel, 
whose intelligence staff must have beeu terrible, was away in Germany, 
and his substitute, von Stumrae, did a thing which Romuitd would 
never have done — spaced his forces more or less equally, along the 
whole line. Whereas the whole basis of his defence should have beeu 
to^ keep his best forces fluid until the battle took shape, he left them 
lying in sialic positions, from which they conld not.be quickly moved. 

■ ^ Montgomery attacked by night.. He riisked the danger of con- 
fusion in the darkness so that he should have the advantage of 
surprise and so that his striking units could get right up to the enemy 
without being seen, Before dawn each morning the British dug in 
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furiously ,iu order to meet the inevitable counter-attack at daylight. 
Then at uigbt they attacked again. 

We struck not with tanks but with men, aircraft and guns. The 
tanks for the most part were kept out of it until the guns and aircraft — 
in this case mostly the twenty-five pounder and the American medium 
bomber — had softened up the arena and the infantry had overwhelmed 

the minefields and anti-tank batteries. 

• 

Then once a good solid hole was made in the enemy lines the 
tanks went roaring through. They fanned out behind the enemy in- 
fantry and panicked them, and they forced the enemy armour to do 
battle in the open ground beyond. 

Rommel, who had come racing back from Berlin, took one look at 
this chaos and apparently decided there was very little he could do 
about it. Indeed, there was hardly a mistake his subordinates had not 
made. They had been bluffed by a dumm 5 ' concentration of vehicles the 
British had erected behind Alamein. They had confused the position 
of the real British spearhead, and when they did find it, the situation 
was too late to be restored. After trying to peg the gaps at one or two 
places, Rommel wisely abandoned the Italian infantry and got clean 
out of Egypt and Cyrenaica with the remaiuder of his tanks and his 
best mobile units, 

I personally was not at the battle of Alamein, but Bieutenant- 
Colouel J. 0, Ewart, one of Moutgomery’s intelligence oflicers, has 
supplied me with this compact and lucid account ; 

"The twenty-third of October 1943 was a still and moonlight night 
iu the desert. At 9.40 the roar of SOO guns broke the silence and 
marked the start of the battle of Alamein. Twenty minutes of flashing, 
deafening chaos, interrupted by a nervous silence while the barrage 
lifted from the enemy's forward positions to his gun line. For these 
twenty minutes the sky w'as lit byv the winking flashes along the 
horizon, then a quiet, broken by the sound of lank tracks and the 
rattle of small arms. The Eighth Army was unleashed. Since 
Rommel had left his hopes of taking Egypt with forty blackened tanks 
south of Alem Haifa ridge late in August, the army had been waiting 
and building. There had been endless activity round the back areas 
and in the workshops of the Delta. More tanks, new tanks-^the 
Shermans — more guns, new guns— the Priests— more and more six- 
pounders, more, men had been pouring up the switchback road. 
Tracks had been constructed leading ttp to the assembly area cate- 
, fully camouflaged, and behind the lines there were as many dummy 
tanks as real ones, to mislead the enemy as to the point of ouit 
attack, 

"The Germans, too, had been busy, Rommel, had fenced himself 
in behind barriers of mines and wire, sandwiching., Italian battalidns 
hftwppn flcrni‘’n battalions. It was the deepest defence .■ that either 
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side had couslraclecl iii Afiica, and there was no possibility of 
outflanking it. In front of tlie niaiti position, a strong line with great 
keeps, there was a forward line. It was not so strong, but was joined 
to the main line by a series of connecting walls, so that the whole 
system was like a ladder. The front parts of the line between the 
‘rungs' were weaker, so that our attacks would be canalized into a 
series of hollows and would lose direction. Into these ‘Devil’s 
Gardens’ as Rommel named them, a murderous defensive fire w'as to 
be laid <lown. In some areas there were as many as nine successive 
minefields to overcome. 

“General Montgomery had decided to make a break-in in the north, 
using the 30th Corps which now included the 9lh Australian Division 
(the Rats of Tobruk), the 1st South African Division, the Slst Highland 
Division (newly arrived in the Middle East) and the New Zealand 
Division. He chose the north because a break-through in the north 
threatened the coastal road, the enemy’s life, and imperilled the security 
of all his forces on the southern part of the line. The 30th Corps was to 
make the gaps, mainly by grinding away at the German defences with 
infantry supported by some heavy tanks. Then the 10th Corps, con- 
sisting of the 1 at and 1 Olh Armoured Divisions, which had been re- 
organized and retained in the Wadi Natruu area half-way from Cairo to 
Alainein, was to go through the gaps into the open country beyond 
add there deal with the enemy’s armour. On the southern part of the 
front the 13th Corps with the 7th Armoured Division was to attack to 
contain the enemy reserves opposite them. 

first light on the 24th the greater part of the objectives had 
been gained, and we had bitten deep into the enemy’s main defences. 
Gaps had been made in the minefields and the armour of the 10th Corps 
had started to move up. We had broken in, but not through. On the 
enemy side there was confusion. Rorainel’s deputy, Stumme, had been 
killed by a strar' shot in the first moments of the battle. The Axis 
command was taken over by von Thotna, who was comparatively now 
to the desert. His handling of the situation was indecisive. He could 
not make up his mind whether the main attack was in the north or in 
the south, or whether it was a seaborne landing west of Daba where 
light naval forces had been deraonslraling. And so he failed to con- 
centrate his reserves. He left the 21st Panzer and the Ariete Divi- 
sions in the south, and the 90th Eight and Trieste along the coast near 
Daba, and tried to plug the gap in the line with only the ISlh Panzer 
and the Eittorio Divisions. 

“Tlie first phase of, the battle continued until the 26th, While 
our iiifauti'y ground down the enemy defences slowly and steadily and 
beat off the counter-attacks of the 15th Panzer Division, the sappers 
were making corridors for the armour behind. The second phase 
began on the 27th. A purposefulness appeared in the enemy’s move- 
ments. We guessed that Rommel was back. Subseguent . evidence 
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prove A -we were tight. He took au immediate grip on the situation, 
and concentrated all his reserves in the north. Meantime Monlgouiers'' 
was building up a hitting reseive behind the ‘bulge’ as it was now 
called. There were some despeiale moments during these days, 
especially when a battalion of the Rifle Brigade in an advanced position 
we called Kidney Ridge, was counter-attacked five times in a day by 
the loth Bauzer Division, but held out. 

“Montgomery was making his plan for the break-through. The 
till eat from the 7th Armoured Division in the south had paid its waj’, 
and the division was now brought north into reserve. Everyone 
moved up one, with the result that there was a spare formation, the 4th 
Indian Division in the bulge. The plan had the simplicity of genius. 
It was to persuade the Germans that we were going one way, and then 
to go the other. It worked perfectly. On the 29th and 9th Australiau 
Division, after bitter fighting, advanced due north across the coast road 
almost cutting off au enemy force of about two regiments in a strong 
point known as Thomson’s post. On the map it looked just like a thumb 
stretched up toward the sea. The Australians were exposed in this 
precarious salient, but they were told to slay there. Rommel was 
diawn. AU day on the 30tU and the 31sl the enemy dashed himself 
against the Thumb. Gradually the whole of the enemy reserve, 
including the 21st Panzer and the 90lh Eight, was concentrated astride 
the road, rigid in the north. It was tired and battle worn. The 
Australians had not yielded an inch. 

“It was the moment Montgomery w'as wailing for. After a night 
attack by the Highlanders and the New Zealanders, gaps were made 
farther south, and on November 2ud the whole weight of the Eighth 
Army’s armour poured west straight out of the bulge. The Germans 
were caught off balance. Their attention w’as toward the north, 
and the Tliunib had become au obsession to Rommel. Before he 
could re-coucentrale to meet the threat from a new direction, the lat 
and 10th Armoured Divisions were among him. A fierce battle was 
fought at El Aqqaqir, and it was here in this flat out, hammer and tongs 
fighting on murderously open and featureless ground that the final 
pressure was applied. By nightfall the enemy had cracked, and was 
starting to disengage. 

“But Montgomery had another trump in hand. The 4th Indian 
Division broke south-west througli the Trieste and Trento Divisions, 
now ripe for surrender, and through the gap poured the 7th Armoured 
Division. Meantime the armoured cars of the South Africans and the 
Royals were clean, through. Dike pirates back in their element after 
months of waiting they preyed on the enemy soft skinned transport 
and caused pandemonium in his rear. 

“Rommel’s main stocks and dumps and workshops were at Daba, 
some twenty miles np the coast road. To covet their evacuation he 
31 
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tried to stand, but the old, old story had begun. There was no 
longer a line with two firm flanks. The southern desert flank was 
open and the 7th Armoured Division was round it before Rommel 
could call a halt. The Afrika Korps Commander, von Thoma, was in 
the bag, and the retreat for the moment became a rout. Tanks, guns, 
vehicles, stores were abandoned, burnt out and scattered along the 
roadside, while Rommel tried to break right away. Past Daba, where the 
tank workshops were left almost intact, and a train was still steaming in 
the station, past Fuka, the Axis remnants streamed, pounded ruthlessly 
by the R. A. F. Tanks were abandoned in panic when they ran out 
of fuel, aircraft abandoned intact on the Daba landing grounds. 

“Nose to tail, two deep, the Eighth Army poured west, back past 
the old familiar places, tanks, guns without number, without an enemy 
aircraft disturbing them. In the other direction marched long columns 
of tattered, tired, dejected Germans aud Italians, to join the four 
divisions Rommel had abandoned in the southern part of the line, and to 
continue their dreary march into captivity in Egypt, the land they had 
so nearly conctuered. The Axis had suffered its first great defeat of 
the war, and the tide had turned.” 


After Alamein began the usual bi-annual CTOss-country race across 
Cyrenaica. It was an especially brisk affair this year, as the Eighth 
Army fetched up on the finishing line at El Agheila inside three 
weeks — a record. But there was just this difference from the other two 
British advances — Montgomer 3 ' was given the means to plan his suppb'' 
ahead so that he would he able to hold what he had already won and 
eventually push on to Tripoli. Nine-tenths of desert warfare is the 
battle of supply. Whoeyer first gets up most water, food, fuel, guns 
and men, wins the campaign. 

This time the British had engineers waiting to repair the roads, 
railways, bridges aud ports. This time the ships were waiting to put 
into Benghazi, and the port was open for them to unload three thousand 
tons a day. This time we had American Douglas aircralt to carry 
urgent supplies at speed with a rapid shuttle service between Cairo 
and El Agheila. Despite a violent three-day storm which wrecked the 
ships in Benghazi, despite the foul and bitter weather all over the 
desert, Montgomery won- the battle of supply. 

He was planning to attack again at El Agheila on December 14th. 
Ronuhel neatly anticipated the matter by slipping out two days before- 
hand. Nevertheless, Montgomery very nearly accomplished what he 
bad set his heart on doing— capturing the Afrika Korps — and his plan 
is interesting because it shows the effect of the lessons learned at 
Alamein. At iFl Agheila be developed the tactics which were the 
disiingiiishing mark of all Montgomeiy’s actions — a direct blow with the 
right aud ah encircling blow with the left. These tactics were more or 
• Jess forced on the General since he always had the sea on bis right 
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aud, except at Alamein and his one uusiiccessful engagement at 
Enfidaville, the enemy line could always be ontllanked in the empty 
desert to the south. Like nearly every other innovation in the desert, 
this lactic was first discovered b 5 '' Wavell; but Moutgottiery gave the 
plan incisiveness and additional speed. Wavell’s left-right blitz on 
the Sitli Barrani Line in 1940, his schemes for the reduction of desert 
strongholds, and his general plan of striking straight for Benghazi 
while his mobile forces cut across the desert behind the eueiuy have 
become classic desert lore now, and neither Rommel nor Montgomery 
were able to make any basic improvement on them ; but they were 
supplied with much faster and better machines than Wavell aud they 
controlled very much larger armies. 

On this occasion, Montgomery sent the New Zealanders off on a 
staggering march around and behind the enemy po.sitions at El Agheila. 
The New Zealanders got into position on time and then found they 
had bean asked to bite off far too big a mouthful. They spaced their 
infantry brigades around Rommel’s rear as best they could and stood 
by to receive the shock of the full Afrika Korps. Rommel, months 
before on the Gazala Line, had failed to capture a full British division, 
the Fiftieth, which was caught in much the same position, so now the 
Germans, profiting by that lesson, escaped in just the same way. 
They, split into small commandos, each led by tanks, and slipped 
through the New Zealanders in the dark. 

There remained nothing for Montgomery to do but take up the 
weary chase, and the Eighth Array plunged ahead into regions the 
British had never entered before. Apart from supply, which domi- 
nated everjdliing, the chase developed into a battle of wits between 
the German and British engineers. A great deal of the German mining 
technique, which later was a crucial thing in the battle for Tunis, was 
learned out here in the desert where this one black ribbon of. road 
wound ou iutermiuably over the waste of sand. It was a cruel busi- 
ness, mining, a thing that gratified no one’s instincts for combat, for 
it was a stab in the back and the stabber ran no risks himself. 

Tile German S mine projected three prongs above the ground. 
When a man stepped on it there was a small explosion, a metal ball 
jumped waist-high into the air aud then burst, ejecting small shot in 
every direction. Its mission was solely to wound and kill soldiers who 
were off their guard, 'The German Teller mine was a round metal tin, 
rather larger than a soup plate, which was buried just below the ground 
and it contained enough explosive to break a tank track or demolish a 
lorry. The Italians had a rectangular mine for the same putposeJ 
There were variations of these niines, bnt ail of them were either autj- 
personnel or anti-vehicle. In addition, there were booby traps of half 
a dozen varieties mostly based on the idea that if a. string were puEed 
unawares the pin was jerked out of a badd-grena.de which fh^t^pou 
exploded. 
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The Germans developed this mining to a science along the load 
to Tripoli. Everything likely or tinlikelj' was mined or booby-trapped. 
To give you some idea of llie complexity of this mining, here is what 
would happen when the retreating German sappers got to work on a 
bridge. First the bridge would be blown up. Then the fallen rubble 
would be S-uiiued. Then the approaches to the crater on either side 
would be mined with Tellers. Then the earthen tracks which wound 
round on either side of the fallen bridge would be Teller-mined by 
placing one mine above another so that when the British .sappers came 
along and pulled irp the first mine they would be blown up on the 
second. Then, presuming that the crew of a tank or truck would 
jump out immediately they struck one of these mines, the Germans 
spread S-inines about at the point where they estimated the tommies 
would laud. Then, in case they .still escaped, trip-wires attached to 
booby traps would be strung between the bushes, or among discarded 
ammunition cases or in overturned vehicles. Often the road-mines 
would be varied so that they did not go up until several vehicles had 
passed over and the drivers believed the path to be clear. 

The Germans were wonderful toy-makers. They made a wooden 
mine which could not be detected with our usual apparatus which is a 
flat metal plate on the end of a rod. The mine searcher wears ear- 
phones and the electric device in Uie instrument emits a high-pitched 
whine if the plate is placed over metal — but not over wood. Still an- 
other device of the Germans was to place the detonator for a mine at 
some distance in advance of the mine itself. 

These savage inventions were the things that held up Monlgomerj' 
on his long march until at last in January be found himself poised 
over Tripoli and tlie Germans once again massing in front of him. 
The enemy chose a three-pronged wadi called Zem-Zent and mounted 
their guns on the more westerly of the three ravines. Once more 
Montgomery struck with a right and a left — the Highland division 
leading the frontal assault, the New Zealanders making another forced 
march through the desert to the south. This time the New Zealanders 
had to go through country so rough that even the desert veterans 
were left speechless. Tanks had to stand by all day dragging the 
vehicles up the worst bits. 

Meanwhile a third force was converging on Tripoli. General Le 
Clerc and a brigade of Fighting Frenchmen had made a fantastic forced 
march from I^ke Chad in the centre of Africa, taking one oasis 
after another, and. now they were ready to strike in from the south. 
A great book and a great movie mu^t some day be written about Lc 
Clerc’s march. 

Once again Rommel, after a few sharp rearguard actions, withdrew 
his army and the Allies marched into the open town of Tripoli. The 
iHghland pipers went piping into the main sq,uare; and at last, 
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after thirty mouths ol warfare, the ragged aud dishevelled desert 
soldier stood with woudermeut aud emotion beside the playing 
fountains. If one excepts the entrance of the Germans into Paris, of 
the Jai)anese into Singapore and the return of the ILussians to Stalin- 
grad, there can have been no moment in the war effual to this one. 

In the swaying battle of the desert, Tripoli liad for two and a half 
5'ears appeared as a mirage that grew strong and now faded away again, 
and was for ever just beyond the Eighth Armj-’s reach. So man)’ had 
died or been withdrawn through wounds at a time \',rlien the struggle 
looked futile and endless. So tnanj’ had recovered hope oul)' to loss 
it again. So many had aged aud grown sick and weak. Only those 
who had suffered the test of the desert, aud for a long time, will be 
able to understand the emotions of the victors at the end— the cou- 
slricling excitement of the last few hours when the Army was atiout 
to penetrate the green suburbs, the bursting elation of the aciual 
entrance into the town aud the inevitable sense of anti-climax 
which followed. 

This sense of anti-climax came all the more sharply upon the armj’’ 
because it was suddenly made to realize that its job was not j^et done. 
Tripoli bad always been for Ibetn the conclusion of the African war, 
the ultimate reward for the men coming out of the desert. But now 
something more was asked of them. The majority of the army was 
not even allowed to go into the town — it was obliged to plunge 
once more into the wastes and pursue Rommel across the border of 
Tripolitauia, into Tunisia. 

With alacrity Rommel nipped into the Marelh Eine, which the 
Italians in imsplaced optimism had dismantled a year or two before. 
His Afrika Korps nearly plugged the southern sector of the German 
front in Tunisia, and a great rectangle of mountain and plain now 
stood against the combined Fiist and Eighth Armies. 

The Allied armies, however, bad not yet made contact at the end 
of January. A vast region of desert, dotted with tiny oases, rugged 
stone ridges and salt marshes, still lay between the two forces. The 
area along the Tunisian-Tripolilanian border was badly mapped, and 
except for bedouin few people had penetrated deep in the Sahara, which 
rolled away in blistering heat to the south. 

Philip Jordan and myself now set out from Thibar into this country 
hoping that we might find a trail through the shotts and make, first 
contact with the outposts of the Eighth Army. For some reason the 
military press authorities in Algiers were opposed to the trip, and 
managed to stop us, from flying across, though the R. A.,F. very kindly 
offered us a passage. Even when we made the land journey we were 
punished by having our messages held up for a moiith or morel 

However, there was a strong personal satisfaction in , doing what 
we set out to do siuce I had spent two years with the desert forces apd 
had a strong nostalffia to see them ap-ain.' . 
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We drove first to the Ainericaa headcinarters iu the dismal town of 
Tebessa iu the south, where somehow the Roman niius have been 
made to look more depressing and miiuterestiiig than any 1 have ever 
seen. The Americans, who are always open handed, gave us food, 
clothing, an officer and a driver and two pearls beyond all price — two 
jeeps. We handed over our Humber station wagon in exchange since 
it would not tackle the rough countrj', and set out. The maps were 
unreliable, to sa}' the least — weird, highly coloured bits of paper 
drawn by some imaginative Frenchmen — but we branched off the main 
road about twenty miles short of the German positions before Gafsa and 
struck out across the open country to the south. 

It was a fabulous country of stark ravines and crenellated stone 
ridges that were stained to the colours of pale rose and muddy brown 
and saffron yellow. A few villages struggled for wretched existence 
from the hare land and bejmnd these we sometimes saw a suspicious 
shepherd clambering among the high rocks. An army might have been 
held up there for ever ; however, the jeeps bumped through and the 
wild camels stared at us with astonishment and malice. 

At Metlouie we ran into a company of French Zouaves who were 
garrisoning the town in a de.sultory way and two large Doughboys who 
were roaming unconcernedly about this open section of the front tr 3 '’- 
ing to find out if the railway worked. No one had any notion of where 
the Germans were, and beyond Metlouie the earthen track was entirely 
deserted except for occasional caravans ot Arabs nionntecl on camels. 
There were no tracks on the road and it was iiut>ossible to know whe- 
ther the German patrols were operating in this area or not. 

There is an excitement in reconnaissance like nothing else. For 
the most part you are iu perfect safely, as we were here, but you are 
never sure and you keep looking round the horizon and listening, and 
you have a fine sense ol discovery and adventure. And now, after all 
these months in cities and at sea andiu the motinlaius I saw the desert 
opening out iu front of me again— and it was like coming home. We 
ran on throxigh two more oases where the date-palm branches had been 
pegged to the ground to hold the shifting sand back from the miserable 
crops. The palms yielded almost everything these villages wauled — 
beams to support their huts, branches for the walls and roofs, shade 
from the sun and food from the dates. 

In the late afternoon, still seeing nothing of any. troops, hostile or 
friendly, we came in sight of the Shott Jerid and ran into the mud-and- 
tile village of Tozeur. 

Tozeur was made for tourists, It is surrounded by a thick belt of 
date-palms, and clear cold water running from the hot sand makes 
runnels in the shade where peach trees grow and almonds and rich 
green vegetables. Squatting at their doorways, the Arabs weave 
baskets and mats from the ali-providinv palm leaves. Donkeys and 
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camels bray under the snow-white mosque and through the iron grilles 
of the bouses Arab women in brilliant shawls and veils keep peering 
out. 

The Compagnie Trausatlantique had built a semi-Moorish hotel 
with an inner courtyard on the outskirts of the town, and that was 
where we met my second favourite character of Tunisia. 

She was a plump little h'rench woman with bad teeth and a pretty 
face, and after a series of involved adventures following the collapse 
of France she had come down here to run the hotel. We had ex- 
pected to camp out on this trip, but inadame was offering an astoumh- 
ing array of luxuries — bedrooms, baths, food and even wine. A group 
of Italian oiEcers had been in the town until a few days before and we 
were welcome to their rooms. 

It was a strange situation. We seemed to be poised between the 
Germans and the Allies in a sort of vacuum — a vacuum that provided 
most of the comforts of pre-war Europe. Then into the courtyard 
strolled a British major in full uniform, followed by a captain. They 
were alone. They had captured Tozeur for the Allies. 

It was from the major that we heard we had stumbled on a great 
piece of luck, and that our journey was a success. By the merest 
fluke three uieu from the Eighth Army — the first to. come north in 
search of the First Army — had arrived in Tozeur on the previous daj'. 
We jumped into a jeep and hurried round to their camp, in one of the 
while huts at the other end of the oasis. I thought I knew every unit 
in the desert army, but I was altogether unprepared for the shock of 
this meeting. The three men who got up to meet us were quite 
uurecoguizable as soldiers. They were black bearded up to the eye- 
brows. What was left showing of their young faces was burnt almost 
henna-red by the sun. They wore ragged shorts and shirts bleached 
white by the sun. On their feet were heavy leather native sandals. 
In place of helmets — the Eighth Army seldom wore helmets — they 
had khaki native cloths that kept the sun off the back of their necks. 
All three were slightly wounded or slightly sick. Two were English 
boys; the third a New Zealander. They were the survivors of a unit 
of the Tong Range Desert Group which for two years had been making 
stupendous trips behind the enemy lines. 

The Dong Range Desert Group were the picked men who set out 
alone in half a dozen vehicles or more and disappeared for weeks or 
months at a time. They carried everything with them, including water. 
They steered for hundreds of miles by compass oyer a wilderness far 
south of Tripoli that had never been explored before. They swooped 
suddenly at night upon isolated German airfields and smashed up the 
gi'ounded aircraft. They burst into Italian huts and mesSrooms, 
hundreds of miles behind the front and, , like a gang of deSpejradoes ih 
a Wild West thriller, shot up everyone and eyerytyng they poqld s,e!e. ; 
They laid ambushes along the coast road and mined bridges. They 



48S 


AJJRICAN TltlLUtiY 


blew up ammu nitiou tin tups aud grabbed vital prisoners. They had a 
hundred ways of catching the enemy by surprise aud deceiving him 
and dlling him with panic. Aud after each raid they slid silently back 
into the desert again. 

If enemy aircraft picked up their tracks and followed them, they 
simply dispersed aud faced the music the best they could. If they were 
badly shot up, they had somehow to gel their vehicles going again, or 
they knew that their wotiuded would die aud perhaps the whole party 
would perish of thirst. It was a recurring miracle the way these 
desperate little parties always seemed to get back even when they had 
been overdue for days. 

If we were going to make contact with anj'one in the Eighth Army 
it could not be with any troops better than these, who knew the desert 
belter than anyone else. In their speech and their manner and 
appearance they showed just what the desert will do to while meu, 
how reliant it will make them aud how tough. And now this, their last 
trip, was almost the strangest of all. 

They had started, they said, weeks ago, soon after the battle of 
Alarnein, atrd since then they had barely made contact at all w'ith the 
main bulk of Montgomery's army, which was working farther to the 
north, on the coast. Spreading their handkerchief maps on the dust 
floor of the hut, they showed us how they had struck straight across 
the desert from a point south of Beughazi, mopping up stray patrols of 
Italians on their route. Their mission was to go right round Tripoli 
aud cross ahead of Rommel’s retreating Afrika Korps into Tunisia. 
They were to wi'eck as much as possible of the Marelh Eiue before the 
Germans got there, aud to make what hell they could with the road 
and railway line running from Gabes to Tripoli. 

At first everything went well. They got right into the Mareth Line 
aud found the place little more than a string of disarmed and sanded- 
up pill-boxes. They roamed right through that region where a great 
battle had still to be fought and did what damage they could. Then 
Colonel David Stirling, their leader, and probably the most resourceful 
adventurer in the desert war, went off Gabes-way to blow up a railway 
traiu. 

They wailed a week at a rendez-vous south of Tripoli for Stirling 
to return, and still they had no news of him. (Stirling, we heard later, 
had been caught and shipped to Italy, where already he bad made one 
half-successful attempt to escape). Then they were betrayed by Arabs* 
Two Messerschniitts dived down on them from Tripoli aud shot up all 
their transport except one jeep. These three sick aud wounded lads 
were piled aboard the' jeep aud told to get through somehow to the 
First Army away in the north. The rest of the party, about twenty in 
all, collected what water aud food they could carry aud set out to walk, 
following the tracks of the jeep. 
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Bedouin guided the wounded meu some of the way through the salt 
shotls. Once they caught and ate a kid goat. At night they stole 
round Italian encampments, and in the daytime they bid when eSeniy 
planes or vehicles appeared. At length they had struggled iiitoTozeur. 

They had been living so long in isolation, living on a cup of water 
a day and the very barest minimum necessary to keep alive, that they 
were pathetically grateful and astonished at the meagre things we 
gave them — a few oranges, a book, a couple of bars of chocolate, a 
bottle of wine. 

They loved their life. All their ambitions were confined to tlie idea 
of going on, of discovering new places and breaking open new trails. 

“I suppose they won’t have any more use for us in Africa now 
that the desert fighting is over,” the New Zealander said. ‘“But we 
got a tip just before we left on this last trip that they maj’- have a job 
for us iu China.” It is quite probable that at this luouieut these boys 
are in China or the Balkans or the Caucasus or anywhere where there 
are no made roads and the winds blow freely. 

That evening, as we were silting in the courtyard of the hotel, a 
soldier came in and called my name aloud. “l have letters for you 
from the Eighth Army,” he said. It was an astouishiug meeting. This 
man was with the walking party which reached Tozeur that night. 
Weeks before, two friends of mine with Montgomery at Sirte had given 
him letters for me. He had carried them through the enemy lines and 
by sheer luck bad stumbled across me in Tozeur. 

While I was reading the letters the major came over to us aud said 
quietly, "I have just had a message that I am on no account to go near 
Gafsa to-night.” This information was official aud it had come over 
the telephone from headquarters. "You say the road was clear tvhen 
you came down it to-day," he went on. “Well, it isn’t now. It looks 
as though the Jerries have cut it.” 

This was awkward. We knew no other way back, and it looked 
as though we were cut ofi unless we cared to head south over the 
camel tracks the way the Eong Range Desert Group had come. Since 
wc' had no compass and it was a ten days’ trek to Tripoli if you got 
through the enemy patrols, we did not care for it mtich, though the 
American captain with us was keen to go on. 

The major then became a mine of bad news. “I was expecting it, 
of coarse,” he said placidly. ‘T shouldn’t mind betting the Jerries will 
be in Tozeur— perhaps lo-iuorrow, perhaps the day after, German 
patrols have been sniffing round here for the past fortnight. They 
blew up the bridge on the road down to the shott the night before last. 
And they have been working along the road you came down on for 
the past week. Did you see that burnt-out Preach loriry on the wa^ ? 
They got that. Up till now they haye :been only mining,” ■ 

Now, to me this was downright alarming, T have no nerves for 
the cat-and-mouse kind of warfare the major liked to i>lay. He haji stud 
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that lie could be np and away wdlhin twenty minutes at any time of 
the night. I was toleiably certain that we could by no means be up 
and away in anything under an hour or an hour and a half. The jeeps 
were parked in a remote shed, and T disliked the idea of going to bed 
knowing that at any hour the enemy jiatrols, who would be very nuick 
ou the trigger, might enter the dark streets. The town was wide open, 
without any iirotection whatever, and invading troops would natirrally 
make for the hotel, as we did. 

As though to confirm the major’s views, a Messerschmitt suddenly 
sailed out of nowhere, machine-gunning the streets and the railway 
across the road. We stood under the arehes in the courtjaul, and 
he came back for a third run, but this time without firing bullets and 
obviously laldug photographs. The enemy always sent out a recoir- 
naissaiice plane over a place before Ihej’’ moved in. 

The others, however, did not share my qualms, and we stayed on 
a couple of days and nights irr Tozeur with the people Iroiu the Eighth 
Army. And, indeed, it was not for a conple of weeks that the Germans 
entered the town and Nazi Officers took over the bedrooms we bad been 
sleeping in. 

Philip and I, with a good story in hand (we did not then know it 
was going to be stopped by the Algiers authorities), could afford to 
wait no longer than the second day, and a Frenchman offered to giiiile 
us across on a new track to Tebessa through the mountains. I rate 
this as the coldest drive I have undertaken since the war began. For 
ten hours we sat in the open jeeps and those beautiful and barbarous 
raouiilains fluug up at u.s everything, from frozen rain to iced red mud. 
I never discovered exactly what route we did lake — it gave the Germans 
a wide berth, and at times wo were running past gazelles in the valleys 
or looking over cliffs in the mountains. At length we got back, feeling 
that we had at least seen for ourselves that the junction of the two 
armies was about to take place and the Iasi stage of the battle for 
Tunis was about to begin. 


11 

Casablanca 

we were at El Atoussa one day in January the war corres- 
^ pondents received a message recalling them by air to Algiers. 
Just that, nothing more ; no explanations, no reason given as to why we 
should leave the front at a rnomentwhen things were going quite briskly. 
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I personally had not been included in the summons and so, with 
deep pimlement, I watched the others go off until I was left almost 
alone on the front. For a day or two I moped around Thibar feel- 
ing a little like Cinderella, and finally, on the third morning, I decid- 
ed to set off b5' myself and find out what all the mj’stery was about. 

Flying to Algiers at that lime was a rare and wholly uniefreshing 
experience. The general technique was for the prospective passenger 
to drive rouud the front until he saw an aircraft. Tiien — if he found 
the pilot and the pilot was willing, and the mud not too deep for the 
take off, and the air clear of Messerschmitts — he flew to Algiers. 

On this morning I must have pur.sued a dozen differenl aircraft 
down the Medjerda Valley, and then at last someone gave me a clue 
about Gaston. Gaston was a French pilot who used to fly a decrepit 
twin-engined Bloch between Algiers and the front. 

Sure enough, just when the while ground mists were lifting from 
the valley, the Frenchman bumped down on a field aud I hurried across 
to the farm-house in which he had disappeared. 

A woman, who, I can only think, was the pilot’s mother, came to 
the door. 

“Certainly not,” she said with decision. "Gaston will not fly again 
to-day. He has not even had his lunch yet. Any'way, I will on no 
account allow him to fly lb Algiers in this weather.” 

The ' daughter was more sympathetic. She whispered to me in 
schoolgirl English that maybe Gaston would fly after all when he haA 
had his lunch. He had several senior French officers as passengers. 
After an hour or two Gaston emerged, a rotund and cheerAiI little 
Frenchman, and he had lunched amply and well on the rich garlic aud 
the good red wines of the valley. By this time there was quite a crowd 
of us waiting to get away — :a couple of Spitfire pilots, a French naval 
officer and two full , French colonels. 

“Why, certainly,” said Gaston briskly. "Let 'em all come,” and 
we bundled inside. It was what I can only describe as an austerity 
take-off. We shot straight across the potato patch with the wind, and 
by the time our speed was one hundred and forty miles au hour we 
had climbed roughly to the height of ten feel. If a haystack or a cow 
or a camel blocked our passage <iowu the valley, Gaston lightly flicked 
the machine up and over and down again, I will almost assert we 
could feel the hot breath of the camel on our faces as we went by. 
Gaston, feeling in need of company, turned round in his seat and con- 
versed animatedly with the two French colonels as we slid in and out 
of the palm trees. The two Spitfire, pilots were full of delighted 
admiration of this performance, and they sat there loving every mint^e 
of it. It appeared that Messerschmitts were prowling abon't ' me' 
valley that day aud Gaston .preferred .to' keep down low cfitt bf trou- 
ble” — the phrase is his, iibt mine. Presently we had to climb over 
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tlie A-tlas Mountains, and as we sailed through each pass the lips of 
the wings had ten, perhaps fifteen, feel to spare on either side. At 
Constantine something went wrong with one of the engines. Wheu 
we landed a man came out with a hammer and a piece of wire and fixed 
it. Finally we arrived at Maison Blanche airfield outside Algiers, 
which was always an aerial mad-house in those days and looked 
especially bad that afternoon. But Gaston neatly ran under the wings 
of an American Douglas transport, slid between two Hudsons that 
were taking off aud finished in a line of Flying Fortresses — a remark- 
able exhibition. 

Poor Gaston. He went on flying his old Bloch like a Paris taxi 
[or many days after that, but the Germans shot him down in the end. 

1 hitch-hiked into Algiers on a jeep and went into the tenth-rate 
pension the correspondents used as a base in the town. The place had 
certainly picked up while I had been away. Olticers were rushing 
about in all directions. An American correspondent emerged with 
two movie stars in tow — Carole Landis and Martha Eaye, I think they 
were. "To entertain the troops,” the sergeant on the door explained. 
Major Flood of the Public Relations staff seemed to be the only lucid 
man in the place. "We have been trying to get you,” he said. "Yoit 
take off at five to-morrow morning.” But where for aud why ? Nobody 
was very clear about anything. 

Even oil the wet aud gloomy morning when we took off from 
Maison Blanche there was some doubt about whether we were headed 
for Gibraltar, Oran or Casablanca. Some twenty correspondents and 
officers, mostly American, had climbed into the aircraft. Edwmrd 
Baudry, of the Canadian Broadcasting Commission, aud I found places 
at the end of one of the hard aluminium benches, and we sat there 
uncomfortably for a while reading La D epee he Algierienne and eating 
cold bully-beef sandwiches. Above the mountains the wings iced over 
and the big machine suddenly turned and dived for the coast. It was 
warmer flying low over the sea. Except for a couple of lone tramp 
steamers the Mediterranean was very empty and it had a blue and 
solid calmness on that bright morning. Rapidly we swept by Spanish 
Ceuta, British Gibraltar and international Tangiers and then we 
rounded the shoulder of Africa and turned south. 

It was a strange flight in every way. Not only were we doubtful 
about our destination, but we were wholly unable to understand the 
course the young American pilot was steering. He kept right over the 
beach where the long swell of the Atlantic was coming in, aud the 
beach was part of neutral Spanish Morocco. 

‘"■What’s that?” Baudry exclaimed suddenly, and I saw the 
yellow puff of ah ack-ack burst in the air'behind us, then another and 
another. We had just pas.sed by three ships and it was difficult to see 
whether the fire was coming from them or from the shore. At any rate 
we, were being • fired ' on. We did not know at that time that the pilot 
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had not seen these bursts, and he continued straight down the coast 
only a few hundred feet in the air. Every now and then a stray volley 
came up from the ground and passed harmlessly by. 

We slid by two villages and reached the Spanish port of Larache, 
and then things happened very quickly indeed. To our utter astonish- 
ment the machine began to descend and circle round the town. This, 
we thought, could mean only one thing; there was engine trouble and 
we had to mate a forced lauding in neutral territory. We went lower 
and slower, and I was trying to calculate what attitude the Spanish 
authorities would take — would they treat us as ordinary belligerent 
soldiers and intern us for the duration, or, since we were civilian war 
correspondents, would they return us to our own territory ? One 
could read the Spanish words on the shop fronts now, but there was 
no one in the streets. And then a bright golden burst of tracer bullets 
broke through the floor of the cabin. Bullets were flying all round us, 
and now we could clearly hear the rattle of the guns. 

I stumbled along to the door of the cockpit and shouted to the 
pilot, but the noise was too great. As I sat down again another golden 
ball of fire ripped through the cabin and someone shouted, “Get down 
on the floor." Useless though it was, it seemed to be the only thing 
to do. Instinctively men under fire w’ill always try and touch some- 
thing solid with their bodies. Baudry did not get down with the rest of 
ns. With a slight sigh he leaned slowly over backward — and his left 
temple had been blown away. Blood and grey brains were pumping 
out of the wound and spilling down his cheeks. 

I struggled again through to the cockpit yelling for a first-aid kit. 
One of the American crew had blood coming out of a wonud across 
his head and the second pilot was down on the floor bandaging him. 
After a minute’s conhised shouting I got an emergency bandage and 
went back to Baudry. With an effort we lifted him down on to a 
rough bed of parachutes. It was useless trying to force brandy through 
his lips for he was unconscious and we feared that the spirit would 
choke him. Somehow my friend D’Arcy Dawson got the bandage in 
place while I held up the dying man’s head. There was a great deal 
of blood. 

All this time the bullets and tracers had been coming up at us. 
Even now when we turned away with painful slowness to the open 
sea the fire kept following, a deadly rat-tat-lat against the fuselage. 
The Spanish had learned to shoot in their civil war. One felt so utterly , 
helpless in that plane. Those who had nothing to do sprawled in a 
confused mass of arms, bodies and legs on the floor neat the tail, 
some of them clutching parachute packs to their chests, some wedging 
themselves under t^e benches, others clasping their hands over thefr 
heads. A British sergeant .found. a water-bottle and . began washing 
Bandry’s face. It was better to be doing something. 

We got our bearings, now and wireles^d ahead to the friendly 
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French port of I^yautej'j and an ambulance was waiting there when we 
pul down a few minutes later. From one of the crew I gathered 
that the pilot had heard nothing of the ack-ack fire all the way along 
the Spanish coast and had imagined Larache to be I/yautey. The radio 
operator had sent out recognition signals, but had received onlj' a con- 
fused jumble in response, then the bullets. 

Feeling shaken and distressed, we saw Baudry taken off. He was 
buried the next day. The rest of us continued to Casablanca. 

Casablanca was in the midst of a witch’s brew of rumour and in- 
trigue. We were bustled aboard army trucks to an hotel in the town 
and told to remove our badges from our uniforms. 

A grave-faced American general told tts that “the biggest assem- 
blage of high dignitaries ever gathered together since the war began” 
was then in Casablanca. We were bound to secrecy aud warned not 
even to talk in our bedrooms since the hotel had once been wired and 
enemy agents were everywhere. 

Thus began one of the most portentous and hollow assignments I 
ever had. The whole thing was most aptly aud pungeutly expressed 
a few days later when Osbert Hancasler came out iu the Houdon Daily 
Express with a sketch of Churchill disguised iu Arab dress but smok- 
ing an unmistakable cigar. Everyone in Casablanca who was not 
entirely indifferent knew that the Allies were having a great conference 
up there on the hill of Anfa a few miles ontside Casablanca. Roosevelt 
and Churchill had already been there for a week or more and had been 
seen driving through the town. 

For two days we killed time driuldng iu the pavement cafes, see- 
ing the sights (which included General Nogu6s at Rabat), talking to the 
French sailors and looking at the terrible wreckage caused iu the port 
by our naval bomhardmeats. Two fifteen-inch shells bad ripped holes 
in the battleship Jean Bari iu which you could have built a two-storey 
cottage. 

On the whole Casablanca had had a good war. There was plenty 
of food. The shops were still stocked with such things as Moroccan 
leather goods and cheap scent. There was no blackout and the town 
had only once been raided. Out on Anfa lived the millionaires who 
bad made great wealth out of the traffic to German-occupied Europe, 
The town was still run by a core of Vichy adherents aud military 
reactionaries. Aud the sun streamed down. 

On the third morning we were taken through the guards aud the 
batbed-wire eutauglements at Anfa. We waited for an hour or two in 
an exquisite villa that was crammed with sculpture and painting, and 
among other things contained a staggering library of pornographic 
books bound in the most richly tooled Moroccan leather. Then we 
walked up the road — 'about fifty of us — and met the Pre.sident and the 
Prime Minister. 
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That little tableau still seems utterly unreal whenever I think 
of it- We sciuatted in a semicircle on the wet grass, and Roosevelt, 
Churchill, Giraud and de Gaulle sat on four chaiis facing us. 
Admirals, generals, diplomats and cabinet ministers perched among 
the flower-beds and the orange trees behind. A brilliant sun flowed 
down and it caught the fixed bayonets of the American sentries 
who paced along the flower-hung garden walls around the villa. Air- 
craft kept passing back and forth overhead. Churchill, a little troubled 
by the sun, kept his dark hat cocked over his forehead ; Roosevelt 
turned his tremendous smile on to the gathering and with a deal of 
hearty Erench tried to instil a little cheerfulness into the two stiff, 
ultra-formal Preuch generals who sal on his left and right hand. 

The photographers jumped and frisked through the flower-beds as 
they struggled to get their angle shots and plenty of them. With 
Roosevelt’s hands on their arms urging them upward the two lean 
grim Frenchmen rose at last, touched one another’s fingers for a 
second, and abruptly sat down. It was all rather embarrassing, like 
the first rehearsal of an amateur play. 

The photographers cried that they bad missed the shot and Giraud 
and de Gaulle painfully got to their feet again. This lime a wan smile 
flickered about for a second under the kepis and the generals grasped 
hands for a little longer. Then they tramped solemnly away across 
the flower-beds. “Bon voyage,” shouted the President. No. It was 
not a very successful little act. It lacked conviction. It certainly 
lacked showmanship. 

Beckoned warmly by the President we clustered closed' round the 
two remaining actors. The scene now was irresisti!)ly like a Sunday- 
school treat with the children gathered at the feel of their two school- 
mistresses. For an liour the President and the Prime Minister 
discoursed and told us nothing. It had been a most successful con- 
ference — the beat they had ever had. Everyone was here — Marshall 
and Brooke, Eisenhower and Alexander, Tedder and Arnold, Lord 
I/cathers and Harry Hopkins, Mountbatteu, Cunningham, King and 
dozens of others. They had all ^reed. We wanted unconditional 
surrender. Only Stalin and Chiaug Kai-shek were missing. And so 
on. We scribbled and listened and enjoyed the jokes, but no one quite 
liked to ask the real questions, the only questions : 

What sort of an agreement had Giraud "and de Gaulle made, if 
any ? 

W^as the Mediterranean to be made our main theatre of war? 

Where was the second front and was there even going to be one ? 

Had Franco been there and did we, have a deal with Spain atone 
end of the Mediterranean and with Turkey at the other ? 

Naturally neither Churchill nor, Roosevelt raised these points them- 
selves, -but since they yvere the only points that mattered, , there was 
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very little else that was worth talking about. The event of the con- 
ference itself was news, but after that there was practically nothing 
that we conltl write. 

Nevertheless we trooped into a large conference room and for the 
next four hours some twenty or thirty typewriters rattled at the rate 
of a thousand words per man per hour, a hideous din of noise. The 
censors sat beside us at a trestle-table running through this flood of 
words until their heads were spinning. That night the messages were 
flown to London and released a day or two later when the President 
and the Prime Minister were safely on their way — one back to America 
and the other off to another of those still mysterious conferences in 
Turkey. 

Yet vast decisions were taken at Casablanca. It marked a major 
turning-point in the war. It settled once and for all a matter which I 
have tried to make a theme in the somewhat addled structure of 
this book — that America was to fight in Europe first and in the Pacific 
afterwards, and that in return for this she was to have a fairly free hand 
in the reconstruction of France (to begin with) and seniority in the 
military direction of the war. 

Again, in his conversation with us, Churchill had repeated, “I am 
the President’s ardent lieutenant.” The mere presence of the President 
in Casablanca switched American interest to the Mediterranean. 

Given this general understanding — that the Allies were to make 
their main immediate effort in the Mediterranean — ^Ijy far the most 
important event of the conference had been the technical discussions 
between the Naval, Army and Air staffs. 

The plans that were vaguely formed at Washington in the previous 
July were now given practical and detailed direction. Predominantly, 
as always, it was a matter of supply — ^who should get the aircraft and 
the guns, where should the men go and how many. It was agreed 
that while an American — General Eisenhower — should retain the high 
command, the key field positions should go to that seasoned British 
team which had come to the conference laden with their honours from 
the desert war — Cunningham for the Navy, Tedder and Coningham 
for the air, Alexander and Montgomery for the Army. General 
Anderson was also retained in his command of the First Army. To 
these were added a number of Americans of high rank — Smith as chief 
of staff to Eisenhower, Patton (and later Bradley) with the American 
Second Corps, which though technically under Anderson was to operate 
as a separate army, Spaatz with the strategic air force. And there were 
a number of others. 

We were given no op'portuuity to talk to these commanders at 
Casablanca, but it was evident that they, being practical men dealing 
with mechanical problems, had been able to reach a pretty wide field 
of aEreement. Maybe the sunshine and the holiday surroundings had 
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soiuelliing to do with it. Maj'be it was the fact that we could now plau 
offensives instead of defensives. At anj' rate there was a very notice- 
able aniouut of goodwill about, and the events since have shown that 
the Anglo-American leaders did genuinely get to know one another at 
Casablanca and did achieve a means by which they could fall in with 
one another's plans. Indeed, the whole story of North Africa indicates 
that at the top at least the Auiericau and British commanders did work 
well together. A great deal of the credit for this must go to General 
liisenhower. 

It was only lower down in the scale of command, and usually 
throtrgh ignorance, that the differences occurred. 

The Giraud-de Gaulle issue was treated as a minor affair at Casa- 
blanca, or at least of secondary importance to the decision that the war 
should be fought in Europe. Despite the “we are both determined to 
win the war” communique put out by the two generals under Allied 
direction, they reached no working agreement. How could they? 
Giraud, in the eyes of the de Gaullists, was a reactionary general who 
along with Gameliu, Nogu&s, Georges and Weygand was responsible 
for the collapse of the French Army in 1940. These generals were of 
the school that believed that one must call up a vast number of 
infantrymen and form them into largely immobile lines of defence. 

De Gaulle, in the eyes of the Saint Cyr Group, was an upstart who 
preached much glib nonsense of small, highly mechanized armies, and 
whose political views , were dangerously left-wing to boot. And so 
that gauche aud embarrassing handshake in the garden was as sym- 
bolic as any forced gesture of the kind could be. It said as clearly as 
might be — all right, we will try to combine as long as you, the British 
and Americans, are in control. Bat we Frenchmen must settle this in 
our own way. 

All that has happened since between the rival French groups has 
been an extension of this unhappy beginning. 

Still, for the most part Churchill aud Roosevelt were justified in 
coming away from Casablanca well pleased with what they had done. 
Returning on our plane to the front we knew that every effort was 
now going to be put into the Tunisian war, and that the Germans 
were going to suffer such a blitz as they had not yet seen outside 
Russia. 


12 
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Kasserine 


“POMMEL still had oue last desperate cliauce ol holding Tunisia until 
the autumn. Already he had loughl a magnificent delaying action 
across the desert. Given another seven or eight months in Tunisia 
the Allied lauding in Europe could be delayed until the following year, 
and in the meantime Germany could launch one more attack upon 
Russia. 


The best that the Axis could spare was now rushed across the 
narrow eighty-mile sea route Itoni Sicily to Tunis and Rizerta. There 
were a number of new or almost new weapons, the Mark VI Tiger 
tank, carrying an eighl3'-eight-unllimetre gun, a leviathan of over- 
sixty tons when loaded for battle, with four-inch armour and two-foot- 
wide tiacks. It was also designed to travel under water, which was 
necessary since few bridges in Tunisia could stand that weight. There 
was the improved Eocke-Wulf lighter and the Henschel (ank-buster, 
an adaptation of the Russian and British fighters carrying cannon with 
armour-piercing shells. There was the multiple-barrelled mortar and 
a great quantity of land mines. 

Much of tliis stuff was Irrought across in Siebel ferries. These 
were vessels that looked like two barges lashed together, each -with an 
engine and capable of carrying tanka. They had tremendous ack-ack 
protection aboard. 

. Some of the best Axis divisions were then drawn on to bolster up 
the war-weary garrison iu Tunisia. The Hermann Goering division, 
the German parachutists, the Tenth Panzer Division, the Young 
Fascists — all these were sent, and for the first lime the Axis armies 
in Africa wete predominantly Germau. In addition Rommel had the 
remnants of his Afrika Korpa — the Fifteenth and Twenty-first Panzer 
Divisions, the Ninetieth Eight Germau Infantry (oue of the best for- 
niali )ns in Africa) aud various other units. Earge numbers of Germans 
who had been wounded in Russia and elsewhere and were now re- 
covered were also rushed across and hurriedly formed into baltalipus 
at the front. Many oi the old Italian divisions, like Trieste and the 
Ariete, were still in existence as well as odd groups like the San 
Marco Marines aud the Bersaglierc Regiments. All through the desert 
war Rotmiiel had never had more Ilian four Germau divisions, and hehad 
never been able to trust completely the Italians who formed the main 
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part of Ill's arra3'. In fact, he was never nomiuallj' commander-in-chief; 
an Italian held tliat position. But now he had a very good army indeed, 
mitiibeiiug a iiuarter of a million men, nearly two-thirds of them 
German, and all in strong defensive positions. 

One thing he lacked, and that was serious — artillery. Throughout 
the fighting in Afiica the Germans had pinned their faith to the eighty- 
eighl-uiilliinetre all-purpose gun, the Mark III and IV Tank, and the 
mortar, and aircraft. On his waj' from Alameiu, Rommel had succeeded 
in bringing back a great quantity of ack-ack guns, but these could 
never fill the place of a solid phalanx of field guns worked by a well- 
trained team. Montgomery alone had five hundred guns and in tanks 
also greatly outnumbered the Axis. Moreover, Rommel could not 
hope to compete in the air now that the Desert Air Force was joined to 
the North African forces and Malta was engaged in its own private 
blitz in no small way. German bombers could no longer operate from 
the last remaiuittg patch of Tunisia held by the Axis, and it was 
becoming increasingly difficult for fighters. 

Nevertheless there was a reasonable chance that a defence could 
be sustained until July or August, and Rommel with al'l his old 
resilience prepared to fight. His plan in February was a modern 
expression of one of the oldest maxims in war — "If you see a superior 
force approaching, you prevent it from concentrating for a knock-out 
blow by engaging the enemy in piecemeal attacks along his line.” 

Somehow Rommel had to prevent the British, Americans and 
French from all getting to the starling line together. . He bad to throw 
our offensive off balance before it had begun. The story from February 
onwards is largely the story of the devices by which the Germans 
sought to hold off the final concentrated blow'. 

Dooking down the line it was obvious that the American sector 
about Sbeitla w'as the weakest; Many of the troops there were not 
battle trained, and moreover they were spread out in a thin straggling 
line mostly through flat country. It was not a naturally defensive 
position and it had been maiiUained because from the first Eisenhower 
had resolved to fight an offensive action and make the Germans pay 
for every foot of grortnd they won back. 

Toward the .middle of February then Rommel gat^red the best 
of his hard-bitten desert veterans and his new tanks from Germany, 
On the 14th be fell upon the weak American sector. The results were 
remarkable — probably even beyond Rommel’s highest hopes. At 
Sbeitla aud.Sidi Bou.Zid, the American guns were overrun before they 
could be effectively brought to hear, the American tanks were forced 
back under a concentralecj drive toward, the K.asserihe Pass, and' since 
the American infantry had no proper. defensive .posititfhs on the_ open 
ground they were either .taken prisoner or .withdtaWfl. ■ Paid fsli in the 
north and Gafsa and Feriatia' with' jt> twO' y'''ii»ble forward, airfields 
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were ataiidoned in the south. Tebessa, the administrative centte tor 
the whole of this region, was now in real danger despite its protective 
ring of hills. 

For two years Roinmel’s immediate reaction to auj' local success 
had been “Exploit . . . exploit . . . exploit," and the same exultant 
order again went out to the Germans who after many weary mouths of 
retreat were now experiencing the thrills of victory again. They over- 
ran the Kasseriue Pass and, splitting into two colhmns, made for Thala 
in the north and Tebessa in the west. 

For the Allies this was no longer a local menace — it threatened the 
whole Tunisian line. The Tebessa area was the geographical point of 
junction for the Eighth and First Armies and therefore — as Rommel 
foresaw — our weak point, ff the Germans established themselves in 
Tebessa, then they might prevent any junction taking place for mouths. 
Much worse results would follow the collapse of Thala for, from there, 
the Germans could advance straight to El Kef. They would then be 
behind the main Allied line in Tunisia and might easily encircle it 
entirely by running through to the coast at Bone. Something like a 
hundred thousand Allied troops could be trapped. 

General Alexander had just taken over the field command when 
this critical situation arose. He knew that General Montgomery would 
not be able to attack for a mouth. He knew that once through Thala 
there were no forces at. all to prevent the Axis march on El Kef. 

You can judge the seriousness of the situation by the fact that 
Alexander himself left his headquarters near Constantine and ran along 
the line looking for someone — anyone — to throw into tlie gap. He 
grabbed a battery of guns here, a battalion of infantry there, a fighter 
squadron in the other place and rushed them to the danger point. The 
Sixth Armoured Division plus the Guards — our finest fighting forma- 
tion — were asked to bear the brunt of the shock. They hurried down 
in the night to'joiu the regrouped American forces in the Kasserine 
area. Commanders addressed their staffs in the field on the eve of 
battle telling them frankly ; “The situation is desperate. We are out- 
numbered and out of position aud your chances of surviving ate not 
very good. But you have got to stop the Germaiis.” 

On the very outskirts of Thala the decisive tank jialtle was fought. 
It was another of those gambler’s moments in the campaign when one 
side, unknown to itself aud its enemy, had, reached the peak of its 
dynamic for the time being — and this time it was the Germans who had 
reached the end of their, tether. Their forward tank units were smash- 
ed, and before reinforcements could be brought up, the Guards aud 
the Americans rushed upon the field and turned the German thrust 
into a local but headlong retreat, , The more slender enemy column 
directed against Tebessa now found its tear communications being cut 
, ,and this budding shoot withered on its own stalk. The Allies were 
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left iu command of the battlefield and the Germans withdrew to Feriana 
and Gafsa. It had been a near thing.* 

Alexander worked with frenzy during the ensuing lull which he 
knew could not last long. He had found the First Army in an 
appalling mess. Units were mixed up all over the place and all the 
smooth cohesion that prevailed through long experience iu the Eighth 
Army simply did not exist in tliis new army. Driblets of French 
units were under American command and isolated Americans were 
under British command ; a battery of guns would be loaned out here 
and a S'.iuadron of tanks there, A bewildering and overlapping stream 
of orders was flowing out over the signal wires. The men were 
willing to fight all right, but they were not being given a chance because 
of the confusion of the staff work at a high level. 

Alexander at once decided that the three very different groups 
rnider his comuiand would fight best if they were kept separate aud 
allowed to control themselves iu their own was' as far as possible- 
Accordingly he bunched his four British Divisions in the north, his 
two French iu the centre and his two American in the south. The 
Mareth section remained with Montgomery who had contracted to get 
four good British Divisions up to the line, 

Rommel meanwhile was not idle. He struck again— this time in 
the far north among the rough hills of the Sedjanaue sector. Wave 
after wave of Germans flung themselves on the British infantry aud 
again the enemy achieved a partial break-thrdugh, not so dangerous as 
the Kassetine thrust, but still euough to disrupt and delay our concen- 
tration iu the north. Having achieved this object and having got as 
far as he coiild (the key town of Beja almost fell), Rommel suddenly 
switched to the south for another lightning blow. 

He wanted now to throw Montgomery’s coining offensive out of 

■'As a result of the Kasseriue actioa and one or two subsequent inisbnps, an 
ignorant and malicious coutroTursy sprang up in Europe about the flgbting qualities 
of the American troops. They were said to bs “green,” which was true enough ; but doubt 
was .also thrown on Amoriuau courage and skill and willingness to fight, which was 
grossly unfair. It w.as said that the Americans had boasted before they had seen real 
action. The truth of the matter was, of courso, that the Americans were at the same 
stage as the British were o year after they bad entered the war— slow, awkward and, 
apt to be thrown off balance on experiencing hostile fire for the first time. There was. 
just this difference — ^the Amerleans were much better armed than wc were in 1940 and 
they loiirned much luoro quickly. The two temperaments will probably never be ikho' 
same- The best statement on the matter I have seen appeared in nOerman miUtaxy. 
magftsine we picked up iu an enemy barracks in Tunis, It said; i'Tbo British soldier ' 
is still the best soldier in Africa. . The Americans entered this .war' withont any. eon-' 
ception of its grlinness and hardship. , Once they learn, this tfijey will became Tery good 
soldiers Indeod." Gfeheraf .Terry Aden’s 'T'irst ' Amerie^ .infedt^y' Birisidn. provided 
a brilliant proof of this id Tunisia, ' ' ' ' ' ■ 
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gear. On March. 8lh the German tanks raced forward across the hard 
flat gronnd, and to this day there is no satisfactory explanation of wliy 
snch a master in the handling of tanks as Rommel cotild have attacked 
in this way. Perhaps he was misinformed about the number and 
position of the British guns. Perhaps he was over-elated with his two 
previous successes and he had forgotten how experienced the Eighth 
Army was. At any rate, he deliberately broke his own strict rule — 
w'hich we had learned from him at such cost — never attack fixed 
positions with tanks. 

The British tanks were scarcely used at all that day. A trap was 
laid for the Germans. When the Axis tanks appioached they saw 
British gunners jumping up from their trenches and running away from 
their guns. To the German tank commanders this was irresistible and 
they charged ahead — straight into the real British gun line that was 
waiting for them. The carnage was horrible. JEfifty German tauks 
were blown up in their tracks and the enfeebled remnants drew off 
in disorder. We lost no tauks, and in all about two hundred casual- 
ties. The gnu line had not budged an inch. Rommel’s third attempt 
to break up the Allied couceiitratiou had failed with far greater losses 
than he was able to sustain. This action, which could not be assessed at 
its true value at the time, was, I believe, the turning-point of the 
Tunisian campaign. The Germans lost the offensive on that day, and 
they never again recovered it. It is not too much to .say that the battle 
of Mareth was won iu this preliminary tank action, and from Mareth 
flowed all the rfest. 

Rommel saw what had happened. Pie gave up soon afterwards. 
He autraudered his command and left Africa for good. To von Arnim 
fell the grisly and thankless job of making a Stalingrad on the 
Mediterranean. 

, But still the German Pligh Corumand would not give up, They 
continued to pour troops and weapons into Tunisia, and with great 
skill they devised a new method of defence which was ideal for hill 
country and which the Allies later came against in Europe. This was 
the minefield-mortar-gun combination. Every valley was strung with 
minefields. On the heights dominating the valleys machine-guns and 
anti-tank guns were sighted so that they covered every acre of the 
ground in which the land mines were laid. The gunners did not have 
to aim their guns — the guns were already aimed, and all the gunners 
had to do was to stay below ground and keep loading and pulling the 
trigger. (This is in theory ; of course there were adaptations in practice.) 
The mortars and anti-tank gunners were also dug into weapon-pits 
practically invulnerable from the air or shelling, and were free to play, 
their fire where it was most .needed. The whole system was niost 
closely interlocked and carried to great depth. . . 

Oue could not attack' snch positions with tanks., The sappers had 
, to, go forward first arid pull up the mines'. The infantry had to wipe orit 
, the .sighted guns. The, air forces had to soften up the. whole sector. 
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Then, and not tmtil then, could the Allies hope to push their tanks 
thiotigh the gaps iuto the flat couutty beyond, where they had room 
to play about. We had overwheliniug supeiioiity in tanks, but they 
simply could not be brought to bear in the high passes. Not until we 
broke through at Mareth, at Gabes, at Sbeitla, at Foudonk, at Medjez- 
el-Bab and in the north could the armour operate. 

All through the first weeks of March von Arnim concentrated on 
strengthenhrg the passes with more and more mines. But the sands 
were running out quickly now. The tarns were stopping and, especially 
in the south, the ground was drying. As the wheat turned froiii green 
to yellow and the first mowers were sent into the fields, the Allies 
struck. 


PART THREE: THE ASSAULT 

13 


El Guettar 

A LEXANDFR’S plan was quite obvious to the Germans because it 
^ was largely conditioned by the terrain. He conceived German 
Tunisia as a cyliiidei with the First Army forming one wall from 
Tabaika to Gafsa, and the sea as the other wall from Tunis to Gabes. 
The Eighth Army was to act as a piston pushing up from the bottom. 
This plan underwent hall a dozen modifications with the changing 
fortunes of the battle, and was eventually abandoned altogether;* but 
that was how the High Command looked at the situation in the middle 
of March, when they were at last ready to move. * 

I had flown home to England for a few days in a Flying Fortress, 
and on rettrrning to North Africa I continued straight to Tebessa, 
where the British and American correspondents had congregated for 
the opening moves of^the coming offensive. The Americans, with three 
divisions under General Patton, were to strike the first blow. They 
were to march back into the positions they had lost" in the Kasserine 
action and establish themselves on three key passes leading to the sea — 

* X am ohalleaged on tbm point by staff oiHcors wbo stite that Alexaudui Xoxesau 
the aotnal oonrse oi evonts and never intended the Eighth Amy to act merely .is a 
piston. 'Xhey say that tbe Q-oneral wanted the Germans to figbt on a light-angled 
line and that the Amerroane wolo nerer expected to break through to the sea. It is a 
difftcnlt and academic pcih/s. 
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B'oudouk, Maknassj' and Gafsa. When they had drawn oH some ot the 
German units massed in the soiitli the piston wonld start to shove 
upward; Montgomery would ' attack. Then, if the Eighth Army was 
successful in putting the Germans to flight, the Americans would 
endeavour to sails' out of their three passes and nip off the retreating 
enemy. 

It was still sharply cold and wet at Tebessa as I drove through 
the hill forests to see the Americans on the eve of the advance. In the 
drizzling rain little groups of infantrymen were draw'n up to receive 
their last instructions. They w'ere hardly more than boys, nio.sl of 
them, wonderfully tall and proportioned and looking very forbidding 
under their Nazi-like helmets. Unlike the British battle-dress and equip- 
ment, which tends to hold a man stiffly upright, these boys were in a 
uniform which gave them plenty of free movement. The short and 
formless sveatherproof jacket was scarcely a garment of beauty, but it 
allowed the men to walk hi the easy stooping way to which they were 
accustomed. 

Moat of the American stuff was Crst class, and even as good or 
better than the German. Their messTtins, water-bottles, rubber-soled 
boots, woollen underclothes, shirts and wind-breakers were all superior 
to the British equivalents and their uniforms in general were made of 
finer stuff. The Gatand rifle and the officers’ carbine were already 
regarded by many veterans as the best small arms on the front. As 
for their heavier equipment, it is doubtful if any army ever went to war 
so well supplied. The only general criticism might have been that there 
was too ranch of it. Every other truck bad a machiue-gun mounted on 
its cabin. The self-propelling guns and the Bong Tom rifles were some 
of the heaviest artillery along the whole front. The diesel Sherman 
was certainly the best tank of its class. The jeeps, at the other end of 
the scale, were unmatched, and the Germans loved to capture them 
for their own use, just as we had loved to get hold of a Volkswagen. 
The weapon-carriers and the command vehicles were all brand new, as 
were the signalling sets, the bulldozers for road-mending, and the 
electrical workshops. It was the volume of this stuff, the iutensity of 
the fire-power that was so impressive. Possibly the troops could have 
done with a better heavy machine-gun and an improved mortar, biit in 
general there was no question that they were the best-equipped allied, 
army at the front, 

By European array standards the American rations were lavish to 
the point of extravagance — vast quantities of tinned meats, fruits and 
vegetables. In any American mess you could be sure ■ of getting an 
excellent hot meat and vegetable stew; a plate of fruit, white btead 
and a cup of coffee. Things like cigarettes, chewing-guni gri^ tooth-paste 
were banded out iu a way that made, the Britisli soldiers' gape ti The 
Doughboy was always generous in sjiaring, put his good things., As h 
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British war correspondtiiit I personally was given immediate hospitality 
wherever I went, and such things as maps and plans were discussed 
with me without hesitation. 

Ideutcnairt General Patton selected his best-trained inlantry divi- 
sion — the First — to advance ou Gafsa. ]iarl5’in the morning the divi- 
sion surged forward, an avalanche of vehicles humping over tlie flat 
brown country. They had swept through Feriana without opptisition 
and were already ou the outskirts of Gafsa oasis hj' the lime my party 
caught up with the forward elements, about midday. 

General Patton, a large and gregarious man with a fine weather- 
beaten face, a pearl-handled revolver strapped to his side, stood on a 
hare rock and surveyed the village of Gafsa a little uneasily. There 
was no answering gunlire from the enemy. He decided to go forward 
at once. 

“Go down that track until you get blown up,” he said to his 
A.B.C., "and then come back and report.” The A.D.C. set off in his 
jeep, nud soon we were all trundling after him. With every minute it 
became clearer that the enemy had evacuated Gafsa without a fight. 
We were travelling du a side track and those of us who were land-mine 
conscious kept scrupulously in line. One signalling, wagon, eager to 
get ahead, sheered off into the scrub beside us and by some miracle 
continued for a couple of hundred yards through a German minefield 
before it, was blown up. We picked our way back off the track to the 
main road and, skirting the big craters the Germans had left behind, 
drove into the township in the early afternoon. 

Gafsa, after being occupied bs' three different armies, was still 
intact, still a pleasant strip of palm trees and flowering gardens beside 
a water-course. About lifleeu miles farther east, toward the coast, is 
another smaller oa.sis, HI Gueltar. At El Guettar two razor-backed 
lines of hills come down to the main road and run parallel with it, and 
that is where the enemy had dug in. They flung their mortar-niachine- 
gnn-niinefield combination across the valley and prepared to defend. 
The Gafsa advance came to an abrupt halt. 

Meanwhile another American column went up over vile sandy 
tracks toward Maknassy. There was no real opposition anywhere, but 
the progress was disappointingly slow. The Americans had not ciuite got 
into their stride yet, aind there were many delaj's along the route. 
Eollowiug along in the cavalcade of vehicles, I noticed that whenever 
an aircraft was sighted in the sky a whistle was blown at the head of 
each convoy, the vehicles stopped and the troops scattered across the 
fields. Since the whistles were frequently blown even for single aircraft 
and before anyone could determine whether they were friendly or, 
hostile, many hours were wasted every day. 

Most of the vehicles were equipped, with heavy machine-guns, and 
themen, would have felt very much better firing them than they did 



XHE END IN AFRICA 


SO 7 

taking cover among the wild flowers. But at this stage the order to 
shoot was not given. 

We spent hours on that abominable track digging our station 
wagon out of bogs and sand-drifts, but in the end we managed to gel 
into Maknassy a few hours after it had fallen. Again the enemy had 
retreated to the hills behind the town and were shooting down on the 
valley from their sale positions. The Lrrftwaffe was very active that 
da 3 '. Six times we jumped for cover among the cactus hedges while 
the Slukas churued up the road iu front or behind us. An American 
half-tracked vehicle caught fire and began shooting out its amniuniiiou 
all over the fields. Farther back, at Seued, a series of ragged dog- 
fights w'as going ou in the sky. One of the Germans dived quite unex- 
pectedly out of a strip of low cloud and permitted himself the extra- 
vagance of aiming a bomb at rny party’s one solitary vehicle then 
travelling on the road. It was, as far, as I know, the only bomb which 
has been aimed at me persoijally since the war began. We had changed 
over to a jeep, and by then we were much practised in taking cover. 
By a system of spontaneous levitation I remember rising directly and 
without effort into the air, and then travelling sideways until I reached 
the inevitable cactus hedge. The bomb. Only a small one, dropped 
far behind. 

We ran on back to Gafsa, where we bad established ourselves iu 
a comfortable Arab house. It even possessed a wood-burning bath- 
heater, which provided the only hot baths we were going to get for 
the next two months. Since luxuries were to be had in that pleasant 
place, I hired, iu the absence of a batmau, a batwoman. Hj'ah was 
without glamour. She was an aged and hideous Arab crone who 
swept the floors aud handled the laundry. 

It was a strange, rather pleasant life at Gafsa. Each day we drove 
up to the hills and looked down on the fighting. Each night while we 
wrote our messages by candlelight German aircraft swooped back and 
forth across the oasis dropping parachute flares. Anti-personnel bombs 
fell through the' blinding yellow light. These bombs looked like 
myriads of big brightly coloured butterflies coming down. They were 
only the size of a small jam-tin, aud as each one left its container two 
metal wings painted yellow began to whirl around. When the wings 
had made a certain miniber of revolutions the detonator was released, 
so that sometimes the bomb would explode when it hit the ground and 
sometimes it would lie about until a vehicle ran over it, or a man 
kicked it with his foot, , , 

The Doughboys at the front were finding the, enemy defenc,e in the 
high rocks a very tough proposUiou indeed. Each machine-gun had 
to be surrounded aud rushed beforeit could ^be silenced,. and althongh' 
the American barrage became fiercer hud fiercer it was pot possible 
to blow the Germaps btit of the. caves and cliffs. ■ , 

; Then, on. Mardi 23rd, the Germans forced a crisis. They switched 
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the Tenth Panzer Division west and charged straight at El Guettar. 
Over a hundred tanks ran along the green floor of the valley directly 
at the American positions and under the cover of a concentrated air 
and artillery hoinbardment. 

It requires great nerve and training for anti-tank gunners to meet 
a tank charge. You must hold your fire until, as a rule, yon are 
yoursell being shelled. You must select your targets one by one and 
not be disturbed hy the iact that some of the enemy may get through. 
General Allen’s gunners fought the Mark IV tanks down to a distance 
of several hundred yards — indeed, some of the enemy tanks were 
already abreast and slightly behind the American positions. Then the 
Germans liroke. More than half of them turned back and groped for 
the paths through their own minefields. The rest — about forty — were 
either stnaslied with direct hits or damaged and left burning on the 
battlefield. It was as rounded and complete a victory as you could 
well hope for: and it was all that Montgomery needed. The Tenth 
Panzers had been drawn off. The Eighth Army fell ttpon the Mareth 
Line. 

Again Montgomery attacked by night. Again he began with an 
intense artillery barrage. Again he struck first with a, direct right- 
handed blow and then with a left-handed flanking move. And again the 
Air Force was very closely interlocked with the advancing troops. 

Rommel had already surrendered Mddenine and the outlying 
defences without much argument some weeks before. He had 
established his real defence on the Wadi Zigzaou, a formidable rift in 
the land with very steep sides and still treacherous with winter mud. 

The battle did not go well. The British Fiftieth Division crossed 
the wadi, butonly with great difficulty — at places the men were clamber- 
ing over one another’s shoulders to reach the opposite side. A slender 
bridgehead was made, but when morning came the anti-tank guns had 
still not been got across. When the inevitable German counter-attack 
came in, the British infantry were hopelessly exposed, and Panzer 
tanks charged right in among their positions. In some confusion the 
division w'as withdrawn across the wadi again. 

This left the, left-hand flanking column in an unhappy position. It 
was again the New Zealanders who had gone round, with a brigade of 
tanks, toward their objective — El Hamma — behind the enemy main 
line. Rommel now wheeled his heavy units on to El Hamma, and 
General Montgomery was obliged to think very quickly indeed. Those 
who had grown to believe that the General was incapable of anything 
more than his standard right-left plan now saw something new put 
into eEect and at speed and in a crisis. 

A new sector was opened between the coa:'st and the New Zealand- 
ers. At the same time all available armour and aircraft was flung into 
support of the New Zealanders — possibly the boldest thing Montgo- 
mery ever did. Rommel was forced then to withhold some.of his strength 
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frjin tlie New Zealanders and deal with the new threat in the centre. 
Immediately he saw the Germans splitting up, . Tklontgomery ordered 
the New Zealanders and their armour into attack. Again the pressure 
was applied at the coast, and by March 27th it was all over. The 
Eighth Army rode into the hamlet of Gabes, taking many Ihonsands 
of Italian infantry, who had again been left behind, while the Germans 
retired to their second position on the Wadi Akarit, a few miles farther 
north. It was a battle that had begun badly and might have bogged 
down indefinitely but for the cittick change-over in the Biilisli plans 
half-way through. 

In the meantime the rest of Alexander’s plan was not going 
according to programme. The Americans were repulsed from Fondonk, 
the most northerly of the passes. At Maknassy they were unable to 
make headway toward the coast. And at El Guettar the Germans and 
Italians were holding more strougly than ever. It wa.s decided then to 
halt the Fondotik and Maknassy thrusts and concentrate on El Guettar. 
The American armour was wheeled south and the American Ninth 
Infantry division was also ordered to go to the assistance of the First in 
the El Gnettar hills. In the pattern that was now becoming accepted, the 
infantry were to mop up the hills on either side of the valley while the 
tanks broke straight through along the floor of the valley on the Gafsa- 
Gabes road. It was hoped tliat the tanks would make the seventy-mile 
run down to the coast and join hands with the Eighth Army at Gabes. 

My party had found an artillery spottiug-posl right in the centre 
of the El Guettar valles’', and it commanded the most perfect view of a 
battlefield I have bad, before or since. The tanks, we knew, were to 
attack at noon, and we got on to our grandstand a couple of hours 
beforehand. 

Sprawling there on the ridge in the sunshine we looked right down 
into tlie enemy positions. In &ont laj' the broad gi-een plain dotted 
willi the wrecks of this previous week’s tank battle. On either side 
desultory machine-gunning sounded from the hills. The, valley took a 
turn to the north bes'oud El Guettar, so that the plain in front of us 
appeared to finish in another line of hills. These last were being shelled 
with rising intensity. ’ 

I crouched iu a dugorrt with one of the artillery commanders while 
he gave his orders into the telephone to the American Eong Toms a mile 
•or two behind us. It all seemed so easy : just a few figures spoken 
into the telephone, then the air above us was fuU of tearing express 
trains and we grabbed our glasses to watch the hits. They fell among 
the high brown rocks, -first with a quick yellow flash, then with a snow- 
white column of smoke that streamed steaidily upward until it was 
caught by the, crosis wind oh . the mountain crest had billowed, out 
into grey and formless cloud. Sometimes when the smoke clewed 
you could see the little figures' pi Germans or Italians running to, 
better- cover. They were ■ only- a , mile ,Qr';t 5 vd away*, ' but, this 
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was killing by remote control, without the maddening stiinnlus of 
hand-to-hand fighting. One could carefully assess the targets and take 
aim with Llie same uueiuotional calmness of a sportsman shooting grouse 
on the moors. Almost, not quite. In the intervals of our firing 
the enemy fired back and we ducked into our dugout and hugged 
the rock. 

There was one battery of American medium guns slightly ahead 
of us on the plain, and they were getting the worst of it. Again and 
again the German spotters silting in the hills around us got the range, 
and those four guns and their crews would disappear in immense shell- 
bnists. Watching from the ridge we would see first one gun then 
another emerge unbanned from the smoke, and the gunners, running 
from their pits, would slap the breeches back and take their revenge. 

All .morning this artillery duel went on, with the American bar- 
rage growing gradually louder and more persistent as more and more 
gnus were brought in, just as an orchestra conductor will draw in 
more instruments for his crescendo. My head ached with the noise 
,and the dust and the sight of the leaping smoke and flame in the hills. 

It was getting very near midday. Four little Stuart reconnaissance 
tanks — the ones we used to call Honeys in the desert — came casually 
down the road from our rear positions and moved past my hill-top 
toward the enemy. 

The artillery major picked up his telephone., “There are four 
tanks going out now,” he said to the commander of his battery. “Gel 
Bill to tun out after theiii in a jeep. He might find some more targets 
for us.” 

Presently the jeep came buzzing at speed down the road in the 
wake of the tanks, three men aboard it. 

“Good man, Bill,” said the major; “he’ll find something." 

The Germans now had spotted the tanks, and shell-bursts began 
groping toward them, making craters among the wild flowers in the 
plain. Then, the enemy saw the jeep scuttling up the road. The first 
German shell was a hundred yards short, the second fifty yards long. 
There was a third explosion and the jeep disappeared entirely in 
erupting dust and fumes. Through the rolling smoke two men came 
running, and they flopped into a ditch as three more ' eighty-eight- 
millimeter shells, whining shrilly, slammed down about them. One 
dark figure lay prone, beside the jeep, and this was Bill. As the firing 
■eased off, the men ran back to him, but Bill was already dead. 

A dozen such things were happening around us all the time, but 
this little tragedy was so personal and so swift that I separated it in 
my niiud from the rest, of the battle, and all that day in the dugout we 
• felt guilty for the boy’s death. 

But there was not much time to reflect. While an ambulance ran 
out to , collect the dead man, all- the valleys behind ,us began to 
rumble and, clatter, with heavy maclunery on the move. From a hundred 
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wadis and ditches tanks began to debouch into the centre of the valley, 
first in half-dozens, then in dozens and scores. Some, spaced fifty 
yards apart, headed up the main road, and they roared and spluttered 
and grunted as they lurched past our hiding-place and out into the fields 
beyond. Others turned at once into the pastures to our right. As 
they took up formation, each tank with a column of dust streaming out 
behind, it was as though one was looking at a battle fleet steaming into 
action over a green, flat sea — a wonderful sight. Bej'oud us, all the 
tanks moved forward together on a mile-wide front and perhaps a 
mile deep, and they made an exact and changing pattern. I looked 
at my watch and had to brush the fine dust from the glass. It was 
just twelve o’clock. 

Watching from the heights, the German spotters caught sight of 
this frightening array that was bearing down on them at a steady 
fifteen miles an hour. As they went forward, infantrymen, unseen 
before, rose out of the long grass and for a little kept pace with the 
tanks. Long lines of dark figures were rising up everywhere frorp the 
plain and creeping toward the enemy. Overhead, half a dozen hlessers- 
chmitts skidded back and forth over the cavalcade for a moment, little 
bright shafts of yellow spitting from their wings ; but the tanks and the 
men kept on. A last flight of American bombers swooped upon the 
end of the valley. One after another the leading tanks topped the 
horizon and stood briefly outlined against the enemy hills beyond. 

“Cease fire,” said the artillery major into the telephone. Tim 
tanks were in the target area; they had joined contact with the enemy. 

This was the point in every tank battle I had seen where everj'- 
Ihing vanished into smoke and noise and whirling dust. In Egypt 
and Libj'a no onlooker really knew what was going on because the 
churned-up sand obliterated the desert. But here in the green wheal 
it was different. The whole scene was played out in fascinating and 
terrible detail. 

For some reason I concentrated my ej'es on the tanks that were 
fighting on the main road. They had dodged round half a dozen 
wrecked trucks and were following a line of telegraph poles. Just 
about a mile away from me they came dead in the line of the enemy 
anti-tank barrage. You could see the enemy gnu positions quite 
clearly from the flashes that leaped out of the rocks and Bee where the 
shells hit around the tanks; and see the tanks belch -back at them 
wilii answering salvoes. As each tank touched the horizon its gun 
flared out, a bright flame of yellow fringed with black coming out of a 
black steel hulk. The third leading tank was hit first. I saw the sheJl 
hit tite turret and a vivid flame flowered Out; The tank went on firing. 
Then again another hit on the tank’s port side. It stopped dead, but 
still its guns kept, firing. There- were shells now landing every few 
seconds and the fire bad taken hold in the turret 'A vast jet-black 
roll of. smoke .pioured upward and at its base the smoke was red. The 
tank stopped firin»»'. Simultaneohisly a. new. and .-widet sort of ' flaple 
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erupted from among the enemj’ gnus and another of onr tanks was hit 
and then another. The two sides were only three or four hundred 
yards apart, and all along the road between me and the action little 
pufls ol high explosive were making craters and jagged holes in the 
macadam. Away on the right flank we were not doing so well. The 
infantry had dropped out of sight again and a squadron of Shermans 
was shuttling back and forth in front of a continuous curtain of mortar 
fire. They probed and turned and manoeuvred, but every time they 
came up to a low brown ridge the mortar shells poured down and 
there was nothing between the tanks and the enemy but impenetrable 
bursting shrapnel. In the centre it was better. Our main squadron 
had almost reached the hills where apparently a dozen Italian tanks 
had been dug into pit's and were being used as artillery. One after 
another the enemy gunflashes ceased and where there was flame before 
now only acrid smoke rose up. Shifting my glasses back to the road, I 
saw that the first tank was now completely alight and two others were 
smoking near by. But other Shermans had passed through and were 
now fighting out of sight. A steady procession of vehicles raced up 
the road carrying ammunition. Ambulances began to stream hack 
from the other direction. Over everything sounded the same cpiick 
staccato coughing of the gnus. And now in the full light of the after- 
noon the sun was misted over by the battle-cloud and the battle itself 
seemed to be illuminated with its own gun flashes and the flames of 
the burning vehicles that were running with molten white-hot steel. 

For two hour? it went on and then, imperceptibly at first; one 
gmi after another fell silent. The fields in front of me began flooding 
with hundreds of vehicles that were spreading ont to take over the 
newly won ground. A lorry-load of Italian prisoners came back, 
followed by six .ambulances. The dust lifted a little and a shaft of sun- 
light came through again, turning the hollow in the hills into purple 
and the dark rocks into yellow. A heavy and rrn natural silence began. 
There was still the noise of machine-gunning, still an occasional 
explosion. But compared with the uproar that liad filled the valley 
for the past two hours this was silence. 

I got into a jeep and went forward down the road. There was a 
pungent smell, a mixture of burnt oil and steel and clothing and 
cordite, welling out of the burning vehicles. Odd little things— a 
toothbrush, a table knife, a charred packet of cigarettes — were scat- 
tered over the ground in a jumble of telegraph wires and things too 
blackened and burnt to be recognized. The burning tanks were still 
too hot to approach and occasionally a shell came tearing out ol the 
flaining ddbrls. American soldiers were turning over broken bits of 
Italian weapons with their boots. A major-general lore by in a jeep. 
Two signallers carefully paid out their wire round a crater where a 
dead man was lying and walked on, chewing gum.. A dud shell was 
upended grotesquely in a pool of sand. 
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Two nr three ah craft went by, but scarcely anyone bothered to 
look up. A German newspaper, the Oasis, lay on the road beside a 
pile of empty shell-cases. This was the most forward Kirn position 
and now the errenry had gone back five thousand, perhaps six thousand, 
yards. He had broken off the battle and we were not 3'et able to 
Ijllowrrp. There was a tugging weariness over the vallej", a subsid- 
ing nervdris tension, It was oppressive. As the light failed and the 
shooting died entirely away, the fires orr the battlefield stood out nrore 
clearlj\ Everywhere the tront-line troops were digging frerrli trenches 
and rolling the guns into pits and hollows in the blackened wheat. As 
we drove back in the evening the rain started again. It extinguished 
the fires. It left the battlefield cold, and verj' quiet. 

The tanks did not get through to Gabes that day. In the night 
iresh opposilioir mounted up before them, aud for the time being the 
U, S. armoured thrust was abandoned. 

Still, it had done its main job faj’- reducing the presstrre on 
Montgomery. 


14 


Kairouan 


TT was trow the fir st week in April arid Alexander judged that he could 
^ safely go ahead with the second, leg of his plan — to ntake the 
■western wall of the cylinder contract a little more and get the piston 
to shove again from the bottom. 

Our attempt to nip off tbe bottom section of the cylinder by driv- 
ing down the Gabes road from Gafsa had apparently beerr halted in- 
definitely, hut that did not spoil the general plan. The line was get- 
ting stronger every day, and indeed we had held off a renewed assault 
on the Sedjeuatte positiorr and even captured rtew ground there. The 
fighting now was to spread along the whole front. This second stage 
required that we should clean up aline of hills along tbe northern side 
of the Medjer da Valley runnirrg from Oued Zarga to Eongstop. Simul- 
taneously Montgomery should attack on the Wadi Akarit just north 
of Gabes. Then we would strike again at Fondouk and attempt tp cut 
off the enemy routed by Montgomery in tbe Akarit battle. 

The First Army's best and most experienced infantry division— the 
Seventy-Eighth — ^whs chosen to" do the job in thcMedjerda Valley, with' 
the support of about a hundred and twenty-five Churchill tanks aud 
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some five lumdred guus. This time instead of attacking down the 
valley we were going to fight across it. Since we held the southern 
line of hills and the Germans the northern line it would be necessary 
for our iufautts' and tanks to surge across the open floor of the valley 
and fight their way up the slopes on the opposite side. Pour a.m., 
April 7th, was given as ssero hour. 

It w'as a very still night before the battle, no wind, no sound of 
firing. We drove almost to Medjez-el-Bab looking for a vantage-point 
and then ran across a major in charge of the ack-ack and anti-tank guus. 

“Come on,” he said, “the Brigadier’s picked the best look-out on 
the whole line. I’ll lead you up there.” 

It was a rugged hollow in the hills, too rough for farming, and it 
overlooked the whole length of the valley. We got down into our 
sleeping-bags early and it was not yet 2 a. in. when I was wakened by 
a noise, Not fifty j'ards away British infantry were filing down to their 
assault positions just over the brow of the hill. They moved with 
expert ynietness, a long broken line of upright silhouettes winding in 
and out of the gorse, and there was just the soft rhythmical sound of 
their boots on the earthen goat-track. No one smoked. No one talked. 
Every so often as they filed by my bed an officer would say, 
“Corapanee . . . halt,” and the moving shadows stopped dead and 
melted in the surrounding darkness. Then "Companee . . .forward,” 
and the silhouettes broke away from the shadow again and vanished 
over the hill. For an hour they filed past. 

Peeling loo restless and expectant to sleep, we got up into the 
hitter, stinging cold and clambered to the crest of the hill. The valley 
below was in purple darkness. - Far over to the right the R.A.F. was 
bombing Tunis and the searchlights or the bomb explosions — vie could 
not tell which — made flickering lights against the clouds. There was 
no moon. 

At ten minutes to four a battery of twenly-five-pounders, some 
twents’- miles away to the west, opened fire; then someone nearer at 
hand opened up. A clump of bushes, a few hundred feet directly below 
ns, suddenly lit with flashes and in the brief purplish light we could 
see the guns jumping with the recoil under the camouflage nets, 

“They are a little earlier than I thought,” said the major. "They 
are supposed to have ten minutes’ alow, then ten. minutes’ intense 
firing. The mediums will come in, in a miuute.” 

They came in with aroar,and now the firing made a deep, meastirecl 
heat right along the vallej', a strange play of noise on light, a spectacle 
that 5 'ott could not analyse because you could not see where the 
shells vvere landing and you had no notion of what was being liit in 
the darkness.’ Once or twice there was a steady flare in the distance 
that indicated something had been hit, a petrol dump perhaps ; perhaps 
ja, .Gferhian lorry. Thereiwas no sign of ans-wering fire. 

A, few niinuteS afldr' four the barrage abruptly broadened and 
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re-cloublefl . More gnus came tu, hundreds of them. Up to this moment 
the guns had made a series of flashes that flaiiccd along the foothills, 
but norv it was almost a continuous band of light that kept renewing 
itself and seemed to be constantly growing brighter, 'i'iie noise of 
single explosions blended into one contiuuotis roar. Hundreds of 
shells were tearing through the air together and I remember thinking 
then: “No one can suffer this barrage and still fight.’’ 

The first grej’ shafts of the morning came from over Tunis. As 
this light steadily increased, the noise of the guns fell away, battery bs’ 
battery, and in its place the dark valley below was filled with the lioise 
of tanks. The attack had started. The infantry were due on their 
first obiectives at dawn. 

When at last the morning came, it was an astonishing thing to 
look down and see that the valley was exactly the .same. The farm- 
houses still stood. The rows of trees were unaltered. The wheat- 
fields still spread out in a neat pattern and there were even Arabs at 
work about the homesteads. It was iu the foothills beyond that the 
action lay. Already the infantry had rushed the first enemy outposts 
aud we heard the steady rattle of the maclniie-guus. One or two fires 
had started. In the centre three lines of soldiers were creeping up to 
a farm-house and we saw the men Jeap to their feet aud rush forward 
over the last hundred yards. They emerged out the other side a 
moment later, running hard among the ont-buildings, in pursuit of 
escaping Germans. The Churchills on the right were performing 
staggering feats of hill climbing. One group appeared to be almost 
upended in a steep wadi. Every time the leading lank shoved its nose 
over the top, a storm of mortar shells came down, and now the tanks 
were settling into hull-down positions and firing back. Away to the 
left. a line of British trucks was moving slowly across a wheat-field 
when the German gunners got on to them. A squadron of tanks, mov- 
ing like prehistoric lizards, came crawling back to silence this fire, and 
presently it stopped and the trucks moved on. 

The Luftwaffe, whose efforts had been gradually growing weaker 
and weaker over the past few weeks (the dive-boinber had almost dis- 
appeared), made a Spasmodic effort to delay the attack. I remember 
this clearly because of a very ordinary but graphic little incident that 
happened to my party as. we were driving front one part of the front 
to another. We had run back toward Testour in our station wagon, 
and I think it was Philip Jordan who was keeping watch through the 
roof — a job we took in turns for about half an hour, ,at . a time, The 
car had run down into a , partly wooded valley beside a Bofors anti- 
aircraft gun when Philip shouted something, and as he shouted^ pale 
yellow tracer-bullets began to skid down the road On .either .side oi 
,us. The driver automatically janinied'hls foot down an^ gtabbed the 
handbrake. The 'car .skidded ' to a. standstill. -aud we. 'tumbled out., 
The German aircraft, a Mes'serschniitt with silver win'ys, y^aS only^ 
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fifteen or trpentj' feet above oiir heads and as it roared on down the 
road the Bofors grin fired into its belly. For half a minute the machine 
continued straight onwards. It rose slightly, executed a graceful 
half-circle in the sky and then slithered down to a bells'-laudiug among 
the wild [lowers. 

We jumped back into the car 'and drove a couple of miles to the 
river where we judged the plane had fallen. From many directions 
troops who had seen the incident were running through the shoulder- 
high wheat which was dotted with red poppies and sweet mustard aud 
tall white lilies. In a few minutes we found the Messersclimilt. It had 
landed practically unharmed on the soft wheal, but the pilot had 
vanished. 1 clambered into the cockpit and felt the joystick and the 
trigger; it was still warm from the pilot’s hand, still warm from the 
grip with which he had fired his guns at us along the road, a minute or 
two before. 

On the bank of the river an Arab peasant was gesticulating and 
shouting and everyone ran across to the direction in which he was 
pointing. They found the pilot hiding in a dniig heap tinder a lip in 
the bank aud he made no effort to resist. He, lay there nntil the 
pursuers found bim aud then he got up slowly with his hands above 
his head aud walked back toward his machine with a pistol pressed 
in his back. 

He was a strikingly good-looking boy, not more than twenty-three 
or four, with fair hair aud clear blue eyes, aud be wore flying-boots aud 
overalls but no cap. The soldiers searched him and took from his 
pockets his revolver and his belt of bullets and a leather wallet. As 
they searched the German fumbled for a cigarette and made motions 
for someone to light it for him. He did this mechanically and without 
attempting to speak, aud the hand which held the cigarette was shaking 
badly. Someone lit the cigarette and for some reason I could not 
understand the man with the pistol motioned the pilot to a place in the 
wheat about twenty yards from the fallen plane. Then quite accidentally 
everyone stepped back from the pilot at the same time and he was left 
alone standing in the wild flowers. 

You could see very clearly what he was thinking. He was thinking, 
“They are goin^ to shoot me now. This is the end. The one with the 
pistol wi.U fire at my body.” He stiffened and the baud holding the 
cigarette was tensed and shivering. Hittle globes of sweat came out in 
a hue ou his forehead aud he looked straight ahead. 

All this took ouly a moment and then, in the same involuntary 
way, the British troops moved toward" him again and motioned him to 
march with them back toward the road. * 

The pilot did hot comprehend for a moment. Then he relaxed and 
drew deeply on his cigar^te, and it was again quite clear that he 
w^ saying to himself in, p spasm of half-understood relief, “It’s, 
afl right. ' They are not going to shoot me.” Then we 'all walked 
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Ijack to the road. We felt pleased that the matter had ended so well 
and that pituishment had come so quickly to the enemy who had 
fired at us on the road; but this actual physical contact with the pilot, his 
shock and his fear, suddenly made one conscious that we were fight- 
ing human beings and not just machines and hill-tops and guns. 
Nearly always the battle to us was a mechanical thing and tlie enemy 
.a sort of abstract eyil in the distance. But now, having captured a 
human being from that dark continent which was the enemy’s line, 
one wanted t'o talk to the pilot and argne with him and tell him he 
was wrong. 

As it was, we simply drove on again through the hills aucl the con- 
tinuing gunfire again brought the war into focus as a thing of maps 
and calibres and tactics. 

In this way then the First Army’s attack went in along the Med- 
jerda Valley on the morning of April 7th. It was a successful attack 
inasmuch as all the objectives set for that day were won. But this 
was only the beginning. For days afterwards that bitter hill skintiish- 
ing went on. Yard by yard the infantry fought their way steadily 
upwards, through minefields, taking machiue-guns at the bayonet point, 
rushing tiny upland villages with hand-grenades, always going up and 
up until at last they stood on the crest. A whole division of men— - 
fifteen thousand —was swallowed up in those hiljs, and they struggled 
on desperately ampng the crags and boulders, often without food or 
water or even aiiimunitiou. There' was nothing wildly spectacular 
about it — no towns to take, no massed formations in pitched battle, no 
great hosts of prisoners. It was just a painful slogging fight that had 
to be fought before we could get at the last great obstacle on the way 
to ^ unis — lyongstop Hill. It was the slow contracting of the cylinder. 

Montgomery meanwhile went crashing in for his last great battle, 
in the south at Wadi Akarit. This time he charged head-on with liis 
Highland Division, the Indiaus and the Fiftieth. The Eighth Army 
was a wonderful luachiue when it was geared up to fight. It went for- 
ward with a terrible ’hiomeutuni and in a wonderfully adjusted rhythm — 
first the- bombers, then the guns, then the infantry, then the tanks. 
Six gaps were blasted in the enemy line along the Wadi Akarit, and 
then the First Armoured Division and the New Zealanders poured 
through for the kill., Once again the German line broke under the stroke 
, of the piston. For one hundred and lifts’^ tulles along the coast north 
of Akarit von Arnim had no defensive position. It was every man for 
himself now in the enemy camp. If you were lucky euottgh to possess 
a truck, you jumped aboard withyour pals and lit out for the north. with 
all the speed you could make. The ,R. A. F. fell on that retreat, but it 
was, too great to smash entirely., A vast crocodile of German, yebiclCS' 
filed nortkwardS' dgy and night,' It 'ran luto Sfax and, out 
It streamed into .Sousse and. istill-fiowed northwards- ■ . 1 , 

Op April 8th Alexander raa'd'e'a bid to cub off, that fugitive German ' 



518 


AFkICAN IKILOGY 


crocodile. He switched his Sixth Aiinoiired Division (which had. just 
re-er[uii>i)ecl.with Sliernian tanks) and some of his finest infantry, the 
Guards and the Hanipshires, into the Fondouk sector for a combined 
oiieration with the French and the Americans. The proposition was 
the standard Tunisian thing— the French audthe British were to take the 
village ol Pichon and the high ground on the left, the Americans were 
to take the high ground on the right and the British armour was to 
drive up the middle straight at B'oudou'k. Once through P'oiidouk, the 
army would enter a broad,, cultivated plain where the' tanks could 
manoeuvre. Once in the plain, the key town of Kaironan worrld fall 
and the First Army conkl rush across to the coast. 

It W’as strange country, this valley — half-dead and brown, a patch- 
work of gaunt red rocks and cactus and broad wheat lauds. There 
was some ciuality iu the dust, its fineness possibly, that made it abo- 
minable. Running dow'ii to the starting-line with tlie armour was a 
hot and sweaty business. The lads in the tanks were full of excitement- 
over their new toys. They had also managed to get a higher percentage 
of high-explosive shells iu place of armour-piercing shells. For some 
time the tanks had been finding that it was not enemy tanks they had 
to deal with but enemy guns. High-explosive and wide-spreading 
shrapnel w'as the thing to drive the gun crews away. These boys went 
to this bloody business with the excitement of a troop of boy scouts 
out for a day’s hike through the woods. 

The Hampshires started the thrust with a flanking attack on 
Pichon. It was as neat and balanced au engagement as any iu the 
Tuuisiatr war. Following them into the scrawny and unlovely village 
one could clearly read the story of the assarrll written in the debris 
left behind— a gnu here that had been rushed, another in the cactus 
fields that had been knocked out, a Churchill arrd a Bren carrier tliat 
had beeu caught on the minefield and then the shell holes iu the village 
itself. Already, though it was hardly midday and the- attack had only 
begun at dawu, the regiment was beyond the village and blazing away 
with- mortars at the hills. 

The prisoners were Austrian. It was interesting to notice, the 
deeper we cut into the German defences, the order in which they were 
prepared to sacrifice their troops. At the start of Ibis offensive most 
of the prisoners were Italians, not ypung Fascists but the unwarlike 
> types frbm the south who made good base troops and not much else. 
Then we began to pick up Germans who had recently been released 
from concentration camps in tSermahy on the condition that they 
would fight in Africa. These were all (in Nazi eyes) politically unreli- 
able and therefore expendable. There were Poles and Czechs among 
, them.' Now we were gathering iu Austrians, many of whom had no 
hesitation at all in saying how delighted they were to be, out of it. The 
hard core' of the ,GermaDs— troops .like the. Panzer Grenadiers — still 
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remaiued at large. They were always withdrawn from tight corners 
so that they could fight another das'. 

General Crocker, a lean, tall and quietly spoken Englisbniaji, in 
charge of this operation, had one general order from Alexander; “You 
must hurry. You must get through to Kairouan by the ninth or 
earlier, or the Germans retreating from Akarit will escape s'ou.” 

He therefore vers' smartls' rushed his Guards up to the heights on 
the left where the German gunners w'ere in hiding. The job fur the 
Guards was exactly the same as for the Americans on the other side — 
to silence the German gunners in the hills so that our sappers cottld 
pull up the minefield in the Fondouk Pass and let our new tanks 
burst through. 

It was the Welsh Guards I especially remember that day, though 
there were others in the fighting as well. In a steady, unflinch- 
ing line the Welshmen went up the last bare slopes on foot, and thej* 
faced a withering machine-gun fire all the way up. Wheu a man fell, 
someone was always there to step in, and the line went on until it 
reached the top. 

"You can see them up there now,” Crocker said. proudly. He had 
come into the front to get a first-hand view, and more especially to 
find out what had gone wrong. It seemed that the American troops 
had not arrived on the starting-line, and their sector, a vicious line of 
hills to the right, was still in enemy hands. This meant that the 
German gunners were still operating across tlie minefield and the pass. 
Anything coming in a frontal attack straight down the vallej’’ was go- 
ing to mil into murderous fire. But Crocker was under orders to press 
on. He waited twenty-four hours, but when the southern hills still 
remaiued iintakeii he decided to sacrifice his tanks. Some would be 
lost for certain, but there was a strong chance that in being lost the 
leading tanks would blast a way through. .A young sinadron leader 
was chosen to lead the assault. Spaced wide apart, the tanks ran for- 
ward for a mile over heavy sand. Then, as they began to come under 
fire, the squadron leader reported over the radio : "There’s a hell of a 
minefield in front. It looks about three hundred yards deep. Shall 
I go on ?” 

"Go on,” he was told. ^*Gci on at all costs.” The cost in the end 
was not too bad — ■ less" than one hundred tanks, many of them' quickly 
repairable, since otily their tracks had been blown off. The bad thing 
was that as soon as a tank fouled a mine and its crew jumped outside 
they were caught in mortar fire from close range. Beyond : brigade. 
• headquarters I, came on several little groups of the lads who had set 
, out so bravely that ,, morning. .They were badly beaten up., .even 
those who could walk. Their faces were black with burnt taa.k. grease 
and oil', they were half deaf und tiaeir uniform's, ■were Out abbut in, an 
extraordinary way by blast and .near, .misses.. 

Then the ybnhg aquad,i:on leader; was carried:,, by. , .!]ke had lived 
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just long enough to break a passage through the mines and see the 
reiulorcemenls flow through, and this man is remembered now in his 
regiment with great affection and pride. 

Fondouk fell that night. 

It was reported later that the Americans had failed to arrir^e on 
time partly because there was some confusion about the zero hour and 
partly — so American friends later told me — becatise of the slowness 
of their vehicular traffic on the road and of getting the men into 
position. This was the low-water mark of American arms on the 
Tunisian front, and only if one understands and knows about these 
early mishaps is one able to appreciate the extraordinary cbange 
that look place later on. These verj' nnils that failed at Foudoiik were 
the ones that swept through to a brilliant victory in the north only a 
few weeks later. If ever there was proof of the need of field tiaining 
and the ability of the Americans to profit by it, it was here. 

There comes a moment in nearly every campaign when the atmos- 
phere along tlie front suddenly alters. For days, or even weeks or 
months, one has gone into the line and seen the same old things, the 
same gnus firing at the same targets, the same patrols going out, and 
inevitably you give way to the despondent feeling that it will all go on 
indefinitely. Then, one morning you notice. everything has changed. 
First, probably you notice the rear workshops and casualty clearing 
stations have moved from their old positions under the trees. Farther 
down the road more and more trucks are pouting in from the side 
tracks and there is a general and accelerating movement toward the 
front. No enemy aircraft appear. Staff cats, ambulances, water-carts, 
lorries, signalling vans are all racing to get ahead. Yon call at 
divisional headquarters and find it has moved forward to the spot 
where brigade used to be ; and brigade has moved. Kverythiiig is 
moving, and as you ruu past the procession the troops on ' the lorries 
are grinning and shouting. At the danger spots, where you never 
drove in daylight if you could avoid it, more and more vehicles are 
pressing ,dowu the road and there is no shelling, no machine-gunning. 

It was like this now. The break had come. I found myself in the 
midst of the most exultant and exciting spectacle a war can offer— a 
victorious army rushing forward over its battlefields in pursuit of the 
broken enemy. Every deserted German gun-pit, every tangle of broken 
barbed wire, is a milestone on the way and a visible proof that you 
have won and the enemy is beaten. 

A strange, buoyant excitement seizes the army then. Men iu their 
eagerness to rush on do reckless things like running blindly through 
, minefieWs, They feel they can’t be stopped now, that every gun has 
twice the power it had before, that every man is equal- to a dozen of 
the; enemy. “Get on... get on..." You hear the order everywhere, 
and in, the dust and the shouting and the confhsion the men are laugh- 
attd-lalking at the top bf their voices. , - 
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Geueral Alexander pushed by in a big American Conmiaud vehicle 
and shouted across at us, “How are 3'ou getting on?” He was gone 
beiore we could answer. An English officer in a jeep joined tis at a 
traffic block, saying, “There’s a complete mad-house in the hills over 
there. The American Rangers, the British Commandos and the French 
Goums are all stalking one another round and round the mountain-tops 
aud no one knows who is supposed to he fighting who. They have just 
ambushed the Geueral.” 

Farther on, the sand was verj' deep aud we could only get by in 
single file by sticking to the steel netting that had been hastily peggerl 
down through the night. We were in the midst of the burni-uut tanks 
now — the tanks that sacrificed themselves for this break-through— and 
lines of while tape laid down by the sappers showed where the German 
minefields were. 

Another friend joins us in the procession aud saj’s, “There are a 
lot of our dead ortt there and we can’t get to them because of the mines. 
Two of the sappers were blown up half an hour ago.” 

The scene at Fondouk is quite inexplicable. The Ameticans have 
arrived aud are marching south while we march north. The two columns 
cross one another on the cross-roads and there is a most extraordinary 
mixture of vehicles being straightened out by the military police. Still, 
it is a great pleasure to be on a good macadam road again—and the 
road leads straight into the Mohammedan city of Kairouan, the fourth 
most holy Moorish city in the world, the centre of the great mosque 
aud the Moorish carpet industry and, what is more to the point, the 
cross-roads town on which the German army is converging. 

Realizing it was late, the army made a great effort to reach 
Kairouan that night. As my party ran .forward to join the vanguard 
others kept coming back with the usual conflicting news: “Kairouan 
has ialleu..,No, it has not... We attack to-morrow ... We attack to- 
night," aud so oh. In those circumstances there iS only one thing to 
do— go and find out for yourself. 

This is always the most difficult moment for the war correspondent. 
Shall he isolate himself with the troops at the head of the hue and crj'-? 
— in which case he will get a better story but be unable to get it back 
until days afterwards— or shall he stop and get a story off and then 
resume the chase on the following day? I personally was all for push- 
ing on, since this was the First. Army’s first big break-through after 
many bitter months of being Stuck in the mud. In the end it was 
agreed that we should use two more hours of , the precious daylight in : 
going forward and then, return to get our messages. away. ,, For once 
it was a sensible decision. 

Outside .the ruined .hamlet of Fondouk we, careered j across a flat, 
soft countryside that was af last beginning to bloom with the spring 
wild.flowers'i a cascad;e'of'sWeet''yeUow"muatard,that sitetched mile on 
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mile into the distance. Tlie vehicles on the road grew fewer and 
fewer and already many units had turned aside into the breast-high 
wheat to camii for the night. Dark puffs of smoke began to show on 
the horizon on either side of the road, and occasionally we caught the 
distant sound of gunfire. Kueiny aircraft were about, travelling very 
low and fast. 

\Vc ran forward to the head of the column, still a dozen miles 
from Kairoiian, and found the tj-red vehicles stopped by a sand-diift 
in the bottom of a wadi. Everj'one piled off the trucks and got to 
work willi shovels. A huge German troop-carrier, towdiig an eightj'- 
eighL-iuilliinetre gun, had been knocked out only an hour or two before 
and the wreckage still smouldered beside the road. Twice we ran in 
panic along the Wadi when fighters swooped by, twenty feet above tbe 
ground. Then we got through and raced north to find the tanks. The 
road was empty now, hut there was still no sign of the enemy. A lone 
British dispatch rider held ns up. “I shouldn’t go any farther if I 
were yon," he said. “Not at any rate in that” (a slightly contemptuous 
reference to our rickety station wagon), "as there are Jerry tanks ahead." 

Content then that Kairouan was not going to fall that night, we 
ran back to Foiidouk, where we had noticed a particularly good-look- 
ing white villa outside the village. 

A group of American anti-tank gunners had got there first, but 
they did not seem to want the place. Cautiously kicking open the 
doors we searched inside with a torch, but apparently the Germans had 
left too much in a luirry to miue or booby-trap the place. From the 
papers lying about we discovered that until the previous day this villa 
had been the Nazi headquarters for the region. The German General’s 
breakfast things were still lying about. A lamb had just been skinned 
and cleaned for him and was hanging up in the kitchen. In the bed- 
rooms there were packets of “louse powiler,” and they were marked 
for use in Russia. . 'The villa shook a little that night ifp the Germans 
bombed, our end of' the valley and we bombed their end, but it was a 
pleasant night, and we were on the road early next moriiiiig, On a 
slight rise that comnvanded a view of the white walls of Kairouan 
shimmering in the distance we found General Keightley, the com- 
inauder of the British armour. , 

General Keightley could give a more lucid and entertaining 
account of a battle than any field commander I have met. In ten 
minutes he told us the position. Sfax, the big port to the south-east, 
had fallen without a fight and the Eighth Army was now pushing up the 
coast road to Sousse. The First and the Eighth Armies were there- 
JEore running parallel with one another, but unfortunately the Germans 
had put'on an additional turn of speed. We were too late to catch' 
them at Kairouan, We had nipped off one of their rear columns an hont 
otTwo before, but the bulk of the enemy had, got away. ' Kairouan was 
declared, an ' open cky, and put patrols would euter it within the hour. 
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At that we limTied down the road again. Ahead of us a Stnka 
with the most. improbable good luck dived on a Sherman lapk and put 
a bomb through the turret. After that we drove peaceably and cau- 
tiouslj' -into Kairouan. At first there was no sign of life among the 
glistening white tombstones that surrounded the town. Then, penetrat- 
ing past dozens of German notice-boards into the central square, we 
were surrounded bj* a crowd of mingled Jews, French and friend ly 
Arabs who gave themselves entirely to hysteria. They did all the 
things the crowd usually does w’hen a town is taken. They gave the V 
sign, they shouted and waved flags, the girls kissed the soldiers and the 
men ran out with bottles of wine and fruit. But here the demonstiatioii 
was so spontaneous and so genuine it was somehow most moving and 
most gaj'. It was the first glimpse we were going to have of the 
delighted relief that swept the whole countryside at the departure of 
the Germans. 

Not everyone welcomed us, of course. Indeed, that evening I had 
this shattering experience. A French woman ran up and said that 
her two baby' girls wanted to kiss me. I had hoisted the first one up 
on my knee when out of the corner of my eye I caught sight of a little 
Arab girl watching the proceedings. And with elaborate malice she 
slowly pulled the back of her hand across her throat and disappeared. 

It took me a day' or two . and much enquiry to find out what 
had been going on in Kairouan since the Germans occupied the place 
four months befo're. Then I sent the following message to my paper : 

‘‘Kairouan, Wednesday. This is the story of what happens 

when the Germans take a village. I write it just as it fell out here — 
and at half a dozen places I have been in in the past two days. 

'.‘First, Messerschiuitts come over very low and very fast and two 
Arab A. R. P. wardens mn to the roof of the town’s tallest building 
beside the mosque. They turn over the petrol motor that works the 
town's one siren, but by then the people^ the earthen streets below 
are already slamihing their doors, picking up their children and running 
blindly to the rough trenches they have dug' in the main square. 
Twice more the Messer schmiUs go by, but it is quiet toward evening. 

"Rumours are passing everywhere ^ound the souk and the 
bazaar, where the men sit cross-legged at their doorways. 'Eventually 
the French Civil Controller gels bis counsellors together. They order 
the people to be calm. They warn them to hide their flags and any- 
thing that might anger the Germans. None is to carry w'eaimris lest 
the Germans should grow suspicious and start shooUng". ...arid what 
are half a dozeg long-baitelled rifles from the Berber wars against 
German tanks ? . ' ' ' ■ 

. "Presently there is dust on- the empty road le^ing'.into the tpwni 
and from the north a, 'German armdured ,car slowly "edges "its, , way , 
through the.oiiter streefsi A German officer stands in the open turret 
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with a pait of binoculars round his neck and a revolver in his hand. 
All his men are at their machine-guns. 

"Arabs in the doorways smoke, look up aud do nothing. A few 
excitable children run into the street, shouting and cheering at the big 
strange motor-car. In their doorways aud from behind their lace 
curtains the French watch and wait. In the main square the car slops, 
and as the crowd gathers round the German officer asks in' broken 
French for the Mayor. 

"The ilas'or is there in his best suit, aud he tries hard to under- 
stand the German orders; ‘No lights at night. . . . Hostages aud 
immediate death if there is any trouble, . . . Ate there any British 
here ?' 

"More and more armoured cats come into the square, and as the 
crowds gather round to stare the offiicers flock into the little tenth-rale 
hotel. The3' want wine. They want dinners. Madam does what she can. 
The wine is sour, the eggs hardlj’ fresh — but . . . thc3' will pay. 

“The Germans have a great deal of monej\ They pay thirty francs 
for four eggs apiece, which works out at- niuepence an egg, a fantasti- 
cally high rate in this laud of chickens. 

"The tension breaks quickly in this hotel as the Germans eat and 
drink. They start making jokes with madame and her daughter. 

"All this time more aud more Germans are coming in, infaulryineu 
in dusty green gabardine uniforms who start pitching tents on the 
outskirts of the village and digging holes for their guns. They park 
their vehicles carefully under the trees aud hedges, and throw branches 
over the guns. A few gather round a pump with flat five-gallon tins, 
aud they try to talk to the Arabs as thes' draw water. 

"By the morning quite a lot more Germans have arrived. Some go 
to the Town Hall and tell the Mayor that he must be out bs' noon, for 
his offices are requisitioued. Half a dozen other buildings are taken 
over through the morning^! and the Germans are asking questions 
everywhere around the to^. And they are verj’’ ’buSy talking to 
informers. Always they have plenty of francs fox information. In the 
afternoon the arrests begin, 

, “First, the Mayor. It turns out that he is a de Gaullist. Then half 
his counsellors, just to be on the safe side. Then the corn merchant. 
Apparently he has been sayingAhings about the Nazis recently. A 
Jew, of course. There seem to be quite a lot of Jews. Ah informer 
obliges with a list. 

“The Germans are very correct and very methodical. In all the 
surrounding farms they ask ; ‘How many sheep, how many pigs, how 
much grain?’ 

. “It is all paid for at high prices. The villagers find that prices 
have doubled ov«!ri4ight. Next day they have .tripled. It is no longer 
ppssible , to buy wheat 
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“But why worry ? There is plenty of work. The Gerraans are 
offering Arabs up to five shillings daily to work on their new airfield, 
three miles outside the town. The Jews get work, too. Not in return 
for money, of course, but still they are not killed so long as they are 
willing to work a ten-hour day digging drains. They can keep going 
by hus'ing vegetables with their savings. Frenchmen, too, find it 
difficult — all favours seem to be going to the Arabs. 

“It seems to get tougher every w'eek. The wine vanishes. Meat 
is unobtainable. The bread goes brown and then black, 

“But the young German ofificers are tremendously good-looking, 
and tremendously full of confidence. They have a series, of good 
jokes about how the English ran away, first in France, then in the Far 
East, and then in the desert ; and if anyone suggests they are not about 
to run awaj’ again in Tunisia — well, then, that is another good joke. 

“And here are newspapers to prove it — newspapers in French, 
German and Arabic appear by magic, filled with the latest news of the 
U-boat war and raids on Eoudon. The bazaar gets a free gift of two 
strong radio sets so that the villagers can hear special broadcasts from 
Berlin. 

“As the days.go by the village slips into the gradually tightening 
routine. Each Jew has his badge of David pinned to his coat. Each 
day he struggles a little harder to get food. 

“Even the first R.A.F. raid fails to shake the boyish high spirits 
of the Germans. But they grow irritable when eggs and wine fail to 
appear at the hotel. Nor are the local people so pliant. They have 
plenty of francs. But now there is nothing to buy. An Arab' will 
work for a full day for just oue haudfiil of tea, 

“There is no great Axis advance, but instSad, jumours begin to 
fill the bazaar — rumours that the British are approaching. There is a 
second air raid, and theu a third. More than one hundred civilians 
are in hospital, and the women in their grief grow recklesslj' critical 
of the Germans. The Germans tbemsdlves stop making jokes, and 
there is much movement of Wehrraacht traffic in the village. All 
trucks seem to be headed north, and that is not the direction of the 
front. Ambulances keep passing through. The atmosphere grows 
sulleu and morose and apprehensive^ 

“There is no more talk of what Marshal Rommel is going to do. 

. SA Jew' dies of weakness. A Frenchman is knocked down in the 
street. A German is shot for trying to desert. Bazaar, rumonrs go on 
and on. 

"Then one night there is the distaut-sonnd of artillery, and as it 
grows louder, ' and mote and more dusty vehicles rush through the 
; village, no oue can pretend that, this is a great German advance to 
throw the British out of Africa. 

“Suddenly German .gunners who have idled lor, three months 
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around the village walls pack their guns and vanish.. Flares keep 
showing on the southern horizon, and there is heavier gunlire. 

“Only a few Germans are left now, and it is harjl to believe that 
these tense, drooping men are the boyish officers who arrived laughing 
and shouting only a mouth or two ago. The colonel drives away 
with his staff. Work ceases on the airfield. Odd parties of Germans, 
looking exhausted and dishevelled, walk into the village and snatch 
bicycles, carts, horses — anything that moves — and depart. They do 
not pay now. 

“Suddenly the villagers find they are alone. A single Spitfire 
rushes across the white, flat roofs, and presently is back with ten 
more fighters, tveavingback and forth just above the mosque. 

“The Mayor gets his counsellors together. ‘There must be no 
excitement. . . .Wait until we are certain it is all right. . . . Get the 
flags ready.’ 

“As he talks, two armoured cars burst through the dust iu the 
south and make toward the town. An A. F.. P. warden on the roof 
shouls, ‘It’s the British’ — and the people rush into the streets. 

“This is uot an imaginative short story. It has happened. It is 
being made to happen, more and more, as every day goes by." 



Sousse 


DEYOND Kairouan the good hard toad ran straight to Sousse on 
^ the sea. All ray instincts now made me want to meet the Eighth 
Army again. I had left them eight months before at Alamein, and at 
a moment of indedsiou and defence. Now they rode on a great victory, 
and I was curious to see if ray friends had changed. Sousse laj' only 
eighty kilometres away from Kairouan, but the road was empty and no 
one yet had passed along it. The First Array’s tank battle had veered 
away to the north and west and General . Keightley had told us thwt he 
was uot going to the coast at all, but continuing inland. On' thei 
seaboard Montgomery was presumably about to take Sousse, if he had 
uot already done so, and the patrols of the First Army were too busy 
ou their own sector to take a joy-ride and find out. Meanwhile it was 
known that odd groups of Germans were still straggling nortliwards 
across the Kairouau-Sousse road between the two British armies. 

■ My party, was as keen as 1 was to recon noitre across, to the sea by 



THE END IN AfKlCA 


527 


otirseivfcs, but on the first night we turned back after going only a few 
miles. A patrol leader of a group oi Valeuthies told us firmly that 
German tanks were reported down the road, in addition to minefields, 
and it seemed stupid to go on. 

Nest moTuing we set out again, and it was all plain sailing for a 
while. Humps that appeared from the distance to be tanks turned out 
t<j be haystacks or Arab huts. The road ran over gentle hills and dales 
and it was deserted except for odd civilian cyclists who gabbled incom- 
prehensibly ill Arabic and could give no accurate information. 

After an hour a jeep and an ambulance overtook us. They were 
searching for one of our armoured patrol cars which had fouled a mine- 
field, and we followed on. The broken car lay in the fields near a 
place where the' enemy had blown a series of craters in the road. It 
was the old story. The car had turned off along a side track to get 
around, and now it was completely' capsized over an exploded mine and 
the dead driver was stretched on the turf. 

We picked our way past cautiously. The country here had burst 
into a wild fantasy of colour, and that overworked cliche “a carpet of 
flowers?” became a proven fact. It was just that, a licli deep Persian 
carpet woven of bluebells and poppies, of sweet-peas and tulips, of 
daisies and lilies; and these grew so thickly that tor miles you could 
not sec the ground or the grass, only flowers. They made patterns 
that swept over hill-tops, hilarious, shouting bands of colour. Partly 
to rationalize our astonishment and partly because we were unable to 
express our delight we fell back on our old game of oul-clich6iug one 
another. 

“a veritable carpet of flowers.” 

“A regular Brock’s benefit.” 

Aud finally : 

“Good enough for Punch'' 

It helped to relieve the tension of travelling in an open vehicle 
into ciiemj' country. As we talked we always kept watching for 
strange vehicles on the road ahead ox out in the fields on either side. 
Then, ((uite unexpectedly, we had a great stroke of lack. A British 
artillery officer whom we had known in the Middle East casually drove 
up in a truck from the east. 

"Yes,” he said, "Sousse fell an hour or two ago. I have just come 
across country from the coast and as far as 1 know the main road 
is clear. 

After that we came on scattered villages where the people ran out 
and waved flags as we went by. Twice we dulcked into a wood and 
hid from airciafl. The country begau to break up a little into hills, 
ajid then at last we turned into the town of Msaken and saw the 
Eighth Army. We had come iu off a side road and just for a moment it 
seemed that we had made a bad mistake. The vehicles running up the 
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main road were all German or Italian. Then drawing closer I saw the 
British troops in the lorries. The British desert soldier looks like no 
other soldier in the world. He looks at first sight like a rather 
rakish and dishevelled boj' scout, the effect, I suppose, of his bleached 
khaki shorts and shirt und the paraphernalia of blackened pots and 
pans and oiidments he carries round in his vehicle which is his home. 
He practically never wears a helmet, and he has a careless loose-limbed 
way of walking which comes from living on the open plains and which 
is altogether different from the hill troops weighed down by heavy 
battle-dress. The desert is a healthy place especially if you can camp 
by the sea. These youths were burnt incrediblj' by the sun and they 
had that tiuality of brimming health that made them shout and sing as 
they went along. 

Very content to be among them again, I struck up conversations 
with the troops as we bnmped along in the cavalcade. It seemed that 
they had taken over the enemy vehicles when their own had broken 
down. Montgomery’s forces h^ split into two • halves, one going 
directly into Sousse on the coast, tlie other splitting off northward here 
at Msaken because the main bridge was blown by the enemJ^ 

For an hour or more we coasted along over a rough and filthy 
track, and after many mouths I felt almost pleasurably my lungs fill- 
ing up with dust again. It was much wanner here on the coast and 
the palm trees still gave the flavour of the desert, The progress was 
very slow and sometimes we ran into traffic blocks, for ten minutes or 
more. The Eighth Army was swarming through the countryside and 
every side road was choked. 

At last we cut around a field of cactus and joined the main road 
north of Sousse. With the main road we hit the New Zealand Di^dsion 
coming head on toward us — in the way the enemy would see it coming. 
Thej'' rolled bj' with their tanks and their guns and armoured cars, tlie 
finest troops of their kind in the world, the outflanking experts, tlie 
men who had fought the Germans in the desert for two years, the 
victors of half a dozen pitched battles. They were too gaunt and 
lean to be handsome; too hard and sinewy to be graceful, too youthful 
and physical to be complete. But if ever you wished to see the most 
resilient and practised fighter of the Anglo-Saxon armies this , was he. 
This wonderful division took a good deal of its fighting morale from 
its English General, Fteyherg, the V.C. who through two wars had 
probablj’’ been more critically wounded more often than any other 
living man. 

After Freyberg had defend^ Crete and carried liis gospel of the 
bayonet through half a dozen campaigns in the Middle East, the 
Germans very nearly killed hun at Mersa Matruh. By continuing, to, 
conduct the battle with a wound through the back of his neck, the 
, Geueraf practically threw away his chance of survival, but somehow 
he hi^d, been patched up. And no^ fhe'old ' p'eutleman himself rode 
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lip the road staudiug in the open tarret of a tank, and he looked a good 
deal younger and tougher than I had ever seen him before. 

Agaiust this tremendous flood of %’ehicles, all painted a brilliant 
light desert yellow, we rode into the blasted town of Sousse. Fur 
.months tliis place had been attacked by the R. A. F. and the United 
States Air Force: and now driving in through the target area along the 
docks it was a frightening sight, a vision of what we weie one day 
going to see in the Ruhr, in Germany. It was not 50 much the general 
devastation, it was the violence with which everything bad been done. 
A grand piano had been picked up from a basement and flung on to a 
house-top. The roof of one apartment building had been flung bodily 
on to the next building. The palm trees on the waterfront looked like 
those photographs one nsed to see alter a hurricane had passed across 
Florida. The ships in the bay were set in a frame of blackened ware- 
houses and they were in all stages of decomposition — the ships that 
had been merely hit and sunk, those that had been beached by a near 
miss and subse<tuently broken up by the waves, those that had been 
entirely disintegrated. Bits of cork, broken sciaps of lifeboats and 
rope and spars were mingled with the tangled mess of the railway 
lines that ran down to the docks. The walled Arab section — the 
Kasbah — had been split open and the midday sun- poured in over all 
its tawdjy and shabby secrets; the labj-rintbine brothels, the sweet- 
vendors’ shops, the miserable foetid courtyards where the Moorish 
women wasted their obscure and furtive lives. 

Beyond this, away from the port, the modern city had been un- 
touched, and now the civilians were in the excited high-tide of their 
relief that at last the hell of bombing was over- And so they made the 
soldiers welcome. A day 01 two later when Montgomery drove 
through the town in a jeep a grtat crowd saluted him, “Vive Mong- 
goum-ree, vive Mong-goum-ree,” and an unusually attractive little 
French girl offered a bouquet and flung her arms round the General’s 
neck. 

But to-dav they were still a little stunned. 

I hunted about through the ruined streets looking for my friend, 
Alexandtr Clifford. I was quite certain he would turn up. Tong before 
all this, before ev'en Italy had entered the war, we had met in Athens 
and flown aerbss to Cairo and the desert. For two years we had 
covered all the campaigns together as correspondents, until Anally 
we had both got led up with the war and managed to get leave, he to 
go to England, myself to Anrerica. Then he had rejoined the Eightlr 
Army and I had gone to the First. I had failed to gel a rendesvous iii 
Tripoli and now I felt sure he would turn up in Sousse. 

He had, of course, entered the town within an hour of its fall and 
we met in the main street. With him came the other two men with 
whom we always played bridge in the desert — Geoffrey Reatiog and 
Russell Hill, I had had many journeys with these three. We had 
34 
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camped alone foT long periods in many difiBcult places, and there had 
grown lip between us quite unawares a network of tacit understand- 
ings and little habits. Within the hour we had broken open and 
entered a comfortable villa by the sea; one man had gone off to ferret 
for wine, another to clean the house, a third to cook. Each one fell 
naturally into the job he had always done. T would no more have 
dreamed of interfering with Clifford’s cooking than he would have 
thought of instructing me on the lighting of the stoves of the unpack- 
ing of the trucks. Keating always procured the petrol and the rations, 
and so it went on. I do not know if we were efBicient or not, but out 
personal lives were made easier and pleasanter by these naturally 
formed habits, and when we worked as a team we seldom missed any 
vital incident on the front. 

It was only after many months of mistakes aud errors that we 
had learned how to live on a campaign, to know how to interpret a line 
of rising dust on the horizon, to know when to go forward and when 
to stay back, to know the key men in each division and to have a 
certain feeling that told yon whether the battle was going well 
or badly. 

And now on this night, sitting back after dinner with my friends, 
I began to understand, the diSerences between the First and the Eighth 
Armies. Already there was a good deal of superficial jealousy and 
fundamental misunderstandings. 

In Kairouau a friend of mind from the First Army had gone up 
to a sergeant from the Eighth Army and said, “Hullo ! Pleased to see 
you. I am from the First Army,” To which the desert sergeant 
replied lightly, "Well, you can go home now. The Eighth Army’s 
arrived,” Again, a young officer from Montgomery’s staff who 
joined us on this night was full of derision for the First Army, He 
asserted that the Eighth Army would have to take Tunis since the First 
Army was incompetent. 

Such obvious boasting nsnally came from men who had only 
recently arrived in the desert, bnt it antagonized the soldiers who had 
been slmggling all winter in the mountains and the mud of northern 
Tunisia. They regarded the desert soldiers as noisy aud over-con- 
fident, an array that was sunning itself in publicity, and they looked 
forward with grim and unfriendly relish to th? moment when the 
desert fighters struck the mountains. ■“ 

In the same way the First Array men themselves were hot under- 
stood. They appeared to the veteran soldiers in Montgomery’s forces 
as a parade-ground army, beautifully equipped but not much good at 
fighting. 

I do not say that these feelings went very deep, bnt the antagonism 
was there, and it continued until the troops went into action side by 
side. Then they began to know one another. , • 

, , The fadt Whs that the Eighth Army was not a European army any 
niicsre. To . a , izreat , esitent, it had become an overseas , army, .an 
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array based not on Loudon bttt on Cairo. For mouths and years 
it had been cut oil from Europe, and in their isolation the troops had 
developed a complicated set of private habits, and even a slang 
language of their own.* Anyone who did not fit into these habits, who 
had not shared their adventures, was an outsider. The Eighth Army 
had been encouraged for the past few months by Montgomery to 
regard itself as invincible, as an independent and private expeditionary 
force knowing no law except its own. It was irksome, therefore, for 
this vigorous and victorious force, to learn, following the Casablanca 
conference, that it had been placed under the command of Algiers. 
They felt a little aggressive about it and showed it. In other words, 
they had a superiority complex just as the First Army at that time had 
an inferiority complex. 

But the thing went deeper. The Eighth Army was vetj' largely 
an Empire .army comprised of Australians, South Africans, New 
Zealanders and Indians. The ‘hettlers who had gone out to Australia 
in the nineteenth century learned and earned their independence. 
When they returned on visits to England the Australians appeared to 
the English as aggressive, boastful and a little uncouth in manner. 
To the Australians the English appeared as more than a little effete 
and soft. Yet the Australian was very often aggressive solely in order 
to hide his sense of insnlarity. And the Englishman very often 
admired the virility of the Australian. Then when the Tommy demon- 
strated his toughness in Flanders, the English and Australian troops 
got on very well indeed. 

Something of the same sort happened in Tunisia. When the Eighth 
Army saw the fine euuipineut, the new guns and tanks and uniforms 
of the First Army, a slight sense of insularity was forced upon 
Montgomery’s men and to stifle it they boasted a little. In other 
words, an inferiority complex existed inside their superiority complex. 

This was the argument I developed over dinner that night and 
the others would not agree. They asserted that the bulk of the Eighth 
Array — the part that had existed before Montgomery’s arrival — were 

a long tiiuu the desurt soldiars hod boen using Egyptian Arabia terms such as 
“moy-ab” for water, “shufti" for look and so on. They n''fld the Western Desert 
bedouin espression “say-ueda” Cwhioh means “Go with G«l”) as a form of greeting.' 
These Arahio words wore p arvurtod or lost entirely In the paei'age of the original Moorish 
iuTasious around the Mediterranean from Arabia to Spain. The word “wadi." for 
example, had become '‘oiied," In Thibar I found some of the older Arabs knew a word 
of greeting, “aeeda,” but it w.as obrioualj not in. use. The Eighth Army troops now 
imported the bastard Nile Delta Arabia into. Tunisia.' The. .Tunisian. Araibs naturally 
thought those espressions were Knglieh words, and began to use them, as soch. . 'When a 
soldier saw an Arab bo at once shouted '‘8ay’-eeda'’'Bud the Arab after .a jtittlp , began 
to say ‘‘eay-oeda" in response, tbinkiag .it was the English for hnllo. , Within few 
weeks of Montgonjery’s arrival, “8ay-eeda’'‘.'Was in pretty, general .Me .fe southern 

Tlinifll* / ■ . f, I , V ’ 
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simply veteraus who were sure of themselves. They had come 
through much Qghtiug to a seasoned maturity and they sought no 
one’s good opinion but their own. 

Either waj’- we agreed that the Eighth Army, despite the fact that 
its fighting had mostly been done in the desert, was the better force 
because of sheer experience. This dispute which was at that moment 
a favourite topic throughout Tunisia was happily going to be settled 
in the best possible way before the end of the month. 

Eor the next ten days or so I hunted with the Eighth Array. It was 
to me a never-ending pleasure to see again the units I had known so 
well. Fundamentallj' nothing had changed, but on the surface there 
were many differences. Montgomery had given the men a tremendous 
eagerness and there was always a stir along the road when the General 
drove pasf, a black beret on his head, his lean ascetic face looking 
always intent and preoccupied. Driving up to the three caravans he 
used as a travelling home one day, I heard that he had got his Flying 
Fortress, as strange a story as any that came out of the campaign. 

It seemed that after his conquest of Tripoli the General was dining 
with some American officers and for some reason the conversation 
turned oji the subject of the town of Sfax. 

"What will you give me if I take Sfax by April 15th?” Montgo- 
mery said suddenly to the Americans. He had still to fight his battles 
of Mareth and Wadi Akarit and the distance alone made it unlikely 
that the Eighth Army would get there so soon. 

"We’ll give you ahylhing you like,” the Americans said lightly. 

“Will you give me,” Montgomery said (I am paraphrasing his 
words), "a Flying Fortress for the dirralion, its crew to be on the 
American pay-roll ?” 

“Sure,” they said, and forgot about the urntter. Montgomery did 
not allow himself to forget. He gave Sfax the code name of “Fortress” 
in his messages, and when he duly arrived there two or three days 
ahead of his bet he sent a signal to Eisenhower in Algiers, "Fortress, 
please.” 

Now this was distinctly embarrassing. It was not quite in the pro- 
vince of American generals to go betting in American Government 
Fortresses. So it was suggested' that Montgomery should wait for the 
machine until the campaign was over. The General, however, was 
adamant. He insisted on the Fortress at once, and after a somewhat 
hrusqne correspondence it arrived. The crew was delighted and at 
once set about flying Montgomery between Algiers, Tunisia; Cairo and 
subsequently Dondon. 

MeanwMle the fascinating spectacle of the desert army entering 
the' mountains was going on. The enemy had halted about thirty miles 
north of Sousse'arouud the village of Enfidaville. It was an obvious 
platie in which to make a stand, for at that point, the . mountains came 
ddW;n'almbst'.to.,tiie se«.' ' ■ . 
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The attack began long before dawn on April 19lh. Feeling our 
way forward in the darkness to the New Zealand headquarters we 
heard enough to know that it was not going too well. Enfidaville itself 
fell qnicklj’ enough, but beyond that the enemy were dug into fearsome 
hills, hills tliat had to be assaulted directly. For an hour I watched 
them sending down concentrated mortar fire and the Eighth Army^’s 
guns bayed back in force until the hills were full of teeming smoke 
from the sheli-bursts. The Indians, the New Zealanders and the 
Guards went in and soon found themselves obliged to swarm up 
sheer ciitfs. The enemy above had merely to fire their guns straight 
down ou the climbing men. The Gurkhas were in their own country 
here, and when they did get to grips with the Italians they did terrible 
tilings. They nsed the knife. Ttiere were even baud-to-haud struggles 
where men Sought to throw one another from the heights. 

For the rest of the men their first contact with the hills was not 
easy. Some confessed they even had that same feeling of claustro- 
phobia I remembered on arriving in Tunisia, the feeling, too, that one 
was being constantly overlooked — as indeed one was. Clifford and I 
w'ere involved in one little antic by the sea. We were travelling into 
Enfidaville when the troops iu the lorries ou the road suddenly began 
to dismount and disperse across the fields. They split up into platoons, 
the Bren-g'un crews out on the flanks, the stietchet-bearers drawing 
up behind. It was a tense little scene. The men crept forward j'ard 
by yard, taking what cover they could. They held themselves ready 
for the command to rush forward with the bayonet and the hand- 
grenade. Suddenly a major jumped up and hurried to the main road. 
"God damn it,’’ he shouted, "we have debussed two miles too soon. 
Get back into the vehicles.” Rather tamely everyone filed back to the 
road and the cavalcade rolled on through the peaceful landscape. 

It is doubtful if auy army could have broken through that Enfida- 
ville position without support from the left flank. Unit After unit was 
sent in. Some reached the caves where the enemy were in hiding, 
but there were always more caves higher up, more mortars, more open 
slopes to cross against machine-gun fire. By the end of two bitter days 
of many casualties it was evident that the first attack vf&s not going to 
break through. 

Tanks could not operate in, this congested space, and it was at 
this point — about April 21st — that Alexander diverted the First British 
Armoured Division away from Montgomery’s army and attached it to 
Anderson’s forces in the Goubellaf Plain, 

Again and again the desert fighters thrust forward, always making 
a little ground, but never forciqg a decisive action. 

Most of the trouble concerned a.htll featttre known as Garcia, ;The 
fighting turned on this spot and Whoever held it was in ’.'posdeSsioh of 
the battfefieldi A fresh, diyisidp of British ^oopis waiS cslU^ tip: to 
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assault Garcia, and it was agreed that once they had taken the hill the 
New Zealancleis and Indians would again go forward for the kill. 
There was bloody fighting. Each time we got, on to the hill the enemy 
counter-attacked us off it. The commanders of the New Zealand and 
Indian Divisions both agreed that it was entirely impracticable to go 
ahead uutil’the feature was definitel 5 ''wou and they told Montgomery so. 
Montgomery w'as inclined to agree, and the matter went to Alexander. 

There followed a number of rapid conferences among the generals. 
Clearly now we were in sight of victory. The enemy was compressed 
into the last tip of Tunisia. We dominated the air — it had been a 
wonderful sight seeing our machines flying out all day over Enfidaville. 
We out-gunned the enemy and we out-tanked him. But still he stood 
on the vital passes — Green and Bald Hills in the Sedjenaue sector, 
Dongstop Hill in the Medjerda sector, Pont du Fahs farther south and 
then finally at Enfidaville. 

It was no longer a matter of friendly rivalry — who should get 
into Tunis first, the Eighth or the First Army. It w'as a question of 
whether we were going to get in at all and of how to do it with the 
least loss of life and machines. 

There were three known centres of interior enemy resistance 
which were capable of standing even when the outer passes had gone — 
Bizerta, Tunis aud Cape Bon Peninsula. No one at that time exactly 
knew von Arnini’s iiiteiitious, though it was fairly clear that Cape Bon 
was going to be used as an evacuation area. Our reconnaissance 
machines had brought back mauj' photographs of the jetties that had 
recently been built round the cape. 

Standing on the coast one day in the purple and white village of 
Hergla I looked across and saw the heights of- the Cape Bon monnlaius, 
but that did not mean we could get there. Already by April 21st it 
was becoming pretty evident that we were never going to break 
through on the coast. The Medjerda Valley still appeared to be the 
best way in. But the Medjerda Valley was blocked so long as the 
Germans held Dongstop Hill. On April 23rd Alexander attacked the hill. 


16 

Longstop 

'^^HAT a legend Dongstop had become. ’ We checked it on a dozen 
’ * different maps.' We explored the roads and tracks around the 
bill. , We talked about it, . , . ‘'Once we are on Eongstpp. . ,. The 
■ Veterans who bad ihounted the hift befbre we were thrown off in the 
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early days declared that on a clear afternoon you could almost see 
' Tunis from the heights. 

In the German ranks too, Longstop was a great thing. When an 
officer of the Panzer Grenadiers was taken prisoner he declared, -“You 
will never take Longstop. It is impregnable now.” 

For five mouths it had lain right in the front line, the fortress of 
the Medjercla Valley, the locked gate on tlie road to Tunis. We 
climbed the surrounding hills and looked down itpon the hill and it 
always appeared darker than the surrounding country and more sinis- 
ter, a great two-humped bulk that heaved itself out of the wheatfields 
like some fabulous whale beached on the edge of a green sea. 

All through April the Seventy-Eighth Division had been edging its 
way along the heights toward Longstop. One after another the 
mountain peaks had been cleaned out. Toukabeur village and Chaonach 
had fallen, and while the donkeys and the mule teams dragged up am- 
munition and food the men crept forward on to Jebel Ang. At last, on 
April 22udj the men in the forward platoons conld look right into the 
German defences of Longstop itself. 

To launch his final assault General Eveleigh, commanding the 
Seventy-Eighth Division established his headquarters high up in the 
mountains and very close to his operational brigades. To get to this 
place yort had to turn off the main road jnst short of Medjez-el-Bab and 
take a winding earthen track through Toukabeur. , The track began in 
a field of poppies that spread in a blood-red pool across the floor of the 
valley ; it finished in miraculous alpine fields where a flower of the most 
delicate lavender bloomed among the rocks. 

We called on the intelligence major who knew best, “it’s started,” 
be said. “You can have a look at it if you go round that corner. Don’t 
go on to the top of this bill becanse there's a lot of red flannel up 
there,” 

“A lot of red flannel” presumably meant General Alexander and 
bis staff, who usually wore their ted bands at the fi;ont bad come to 
watch the battle ; so we took a lower track and moved through the 
stunted mountain trees looking for a good commanding point. The 
British twenty-five-pounders were making vicious cracMug echoes 
through the rocks. Heaven knew how the guns had been dragged to 
those heights. Beyond the last battery we crept around the crest of a 
steep hill until we were in view of the enemy in Heidous village across, 
the valley 'and Longstop lay below ns on the right. , 

From that height everything, appeared to happen in miniaftfre. 
The Churchill tanks climbing on Jebel Aug looked like toys. The in- 
fan try that crept across the uplands toward Heidous were tiny dark, 
dots, and when the mortar , shells fell among them it was like drops bf 
rain on a muddy puddle. Toy donkeys toiled up the trackstoward the 
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mouutain crests, aucl Germans, loo, were like toys, little animated 
figures that occasionally got tip and ran or bobbed tip out of holes in 
the ground between the shell explosions. 

Most of our shells were falling on the near slopes of Longstop. 
The barrage kept rushing over our heads and falling among the black 
gorse on the hill, and at limes it W'as so heavy everything disappeared 
in grey-black smoke and the hill became a cloud of fumes and dust. 

On IfOugstop the Germans had dug trenches which had a horizon- 
tal shelf deep belotv the surface. During a barrage such as this the 
Germans lay under this shell and wailed in safety. Their guns were 
fired front below the surface so that it was only in the very last stages 
of an assault that they had to put their heads out. They had ample 
stores of food and water aud ammunition. The Germans knew that 
the British infautrj' would have to cross the miuefields first aud that 
they would have to expose themselves as they climbed upward. It 
was no use our ignoring Longstop by going round it. The Germans 
would still be able to shell the two roads ruuniug into Tunis. They 
would break up our convoys. They would launch counter-attacks from 
the hill. Aud so it was necessary now, even at great cost, for the 
Seventy-Eighth Division to make a direct assault. 

Ou the second moruiug of the battle, when the British guns had 
done all they could, I went with my parly down ou to the plain before 
Longstop to see tbe infantry go in. The brigade in charge of this 
operation had taken over a farm-house in a little grove of trees. The 
command vehicles were drawn up against a wall close to a ruined 
tennis-court. 

The enemy seemed to be aware that this was a headquarters 
because they kept firing at the place, occasionally with eighty-eight- 
millimetre shells, occasionally with mortars that sent up puffs of black 
or white dust according to whether they lauded on rock or soil. It 
was never quite clear until the last second whether shells would fall 
over the farm-house or short of it. As we came up the road a padre 
said to us, "It is very difficult at the moment. I have been trying to 
get to some of our dead, but every time I go out they can see me and 
they start mortaring. I shall have to wait until it is dark.” The padres 
were very brave on this front, and some had been decorated for it. 
They were arihed only with their helmets and their faith, and often 
they went forward with the attacking infantry to be at hand to help 
with the wounded. At these times they did not pray or preach on the 
■battlefield;' they dealt out brandy to the dying aud they administered 
morphia and helped bind the wounded and get them back in trucks 
and Breu-gun carriers to the dressing-stations. They carried food and 
water and medical supplies. In return for this the men looked on the 
padres yrith an affection and respect which tkey had ne-ver felt at home. 

, We could see the lower slopes of , Longstop quite clearly .from 
brigade headquarters, and even here, only half a mile off, the lull 
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looked dark aud uncouth. Zero hour for the attack was 1.30 p.m., but 
the Germans above could see our infantrj’' massing, and they were 
already firing very heavily upon them with mortars. The West Kents, 
the Surreys and the Argylls were making this attack, each taking a 
separate part of the hill, and they had a few Churchill tanks in support 
as well as the artillery that kept banging away at the places where the 
German mortars seemed to be hidden. 

At one o’clock the artillery increased, and for the fiftieth tirne the 
hill disappeared in dust. At 1.20 the guns fell silent. There was a 
long pause. The shell-dust lifted slowly off the hill. At 1.30 a 'fiare 
rose out of the foot-hills aud at that signal the attack w'as on. In little 
quick ripples of noise the machine-guns sounded first from one side of 
the hill then the other. ' Sometimes the bursts went on as long as a 
full minute, and always the machine-gunning would be drowned 
eventually in the crump of the enemy mortars. The mortars fell in 
sprays of half a dozen or more, and, watching from behind a cactus 
hedge at the farm-house, you would see roughly from the mortar-fire 
how tar our men had advanced. At 2 p.m. little dark figures appeared 
spasmodically on the skyline at the crest of the first slope. They 
stood silhouetted for a second and then dropped away'. Near the top 
there was a patch of yellow open rock. Men were running across this, 
always going upward. Then they disappeared for a moment until they 
were on the skyline aud dropping down over the other side. 

In a calm, reasonable voice the brigade major was calling over tlie 
telephone for a bombing raid to help the advance. His ’phone was 
ringing all the time now. Little scraps of coded information were 
coming back from the battalion headquarters. They were map refer- 
ences, jumbles of figures. You could not tell from the faces of the 
officers whether the attack was going well or not, but it was obvious 
that we were advancing. 

It was hot, and presently through the dust Bren-gitn carriers came 
Tattling down the track that led from the bill. The wounded were 
piled on the carriers just as they bad been lifted there in the midst of 
the firing. They lay quite still on their backs, staring upwards, and 
the blood dropped down among the instruments inside the carriers. 

The drivers sat fixedly in their seats and said nothing. They 
brought the vehicles to a standstill beside a line of ambulances shelter- 
ing under the cactus hedge, and the stretcher-bearers lifted the 
wounded on to stretchers and sh'd them into the ambulances. Then 
the Bren-gun carriers turned and went back through the dust into the 
battle again. 

One of the officers who came back took his helmet off and let it 
drop on the ground. “The men are very tired," he said, “it’s not 
the opposition so much, it’s sleep. They have been going for a long 
time now.” 

“How lon«f ?’’ 
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"I don’t know — a long lime.” The officer himself was very tired. 
He had been in the line for a week, and during the previous night some 
of his men had just fallen on the ground and cried. They cried because 
they had no strength any more, not even the strength to stand up. 
They had continued without sleep for two days under the compulsion 
of their brains and beyond the point where the body will normally 
function. But now, when their minds would not work any more, they 
discovered that the strength had already gone out of their bodies and 
that, in fact, they had no control of anything any more, not even of 
tears. The tears came quite involuntarily and without any sense of relief 
because the body was incapable of feeling anything any more, and what 
became of the body now was of no consequence. And so they had lain 
about the hill for an hour or two in a stupor. The cold and the dew 
bit into them through the night and brought them back to conscious- 
ness. Then they had stumbled about in the darkness until they found 
their platoons. They ate a little cold bully without tasting it and took 
swigs from their water-bottles. By morning their brains were operating 
again, not their bodies, but their brains, and they were able to con- 
template themselves and consider what still bad to be done. Some of 
them slept in the sun through the morning and this brouglit back a 
little strength into their bodies — enough to co-operate with their minds 
and give obedience. At noon then, they had regrouped, and they 
mechanically registered the order that they had to attack again, and 
they assessed their strength against what was required by the order. 
These were the men we had seen running across the top of the slope 
and the men who came back in the Bren-gun carriers. 

The wounded were not just yet in great pain because the shock 
of the bullets in their flesh was still taking effect. They Were very 
dirty, and the dirt ran in lines in the sagging hollows of their faces. 
Their hands dropped over the edges of the stretchers, lumpish hands, 
coloured a greyish yellow colour that was inhuman. No one could 
look at them without protesting. 

The German prisoners came next. Black jack-boots, green gabar- 
dine uniforms, wings on their chests, cloth caps with the red, white 
and black badge, the Afrika Korps. They marched stolidly in columns 
of three, the officers in front. , They were not so tired as our men, 
since they had been lying in provisioned dugouts. and they march- 
ed mechanically, but well. One of the officers started to argue. 
He wanted to see a British officer. A Scots sergeant waved him on 
bleakly with the tip of his bayonet. 

The Germans stood stolidly beside the-arabnlances, waiting their 
turn to go into the cowshed. In the cowshed British military police 
were tunning their hands over each prisoner,, taking away from him 
his combined Ipsife, fork, spoon and tin-opener, a neat gadget, also 
bus pockqt-knife ■ and any .weapons he d^rrlpd. The ■ Germans 
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submitted to this, automatically raising their hands above their heads. 
The pile of knives and forks got larger and larger on the floor. Some 
of the Germans started smoking after the search ; and they sat quietly 
on a fallen log. There was something in their faces that registered not 
fright or fear, but deep tiredness, a sense of relief. Only the German 
officer was still arguing. A British captain who had been tending the 
wounded came over to him. 

“You bastard,” he said. “Get back in your place." The German, 
not understanding, offered the British officer a cigarette. 

The British officer said again, “Get back.” It was quite clear tliat, 
having come so recently from the fighting and the wounded, he wanted 
to shoot the German. 

There were niany scenes like this that day. The Germans were 
firing their machine-guns until the British got within thirty yards or 
so — near enough to kill. And then the Germans surrendered. This 
meant that we were taking many casualties but not killing many 
Germans, and the physical presence of the prisoners did not entirely 
satisfy the desire of the British troops for revenge. 

That night they took three-quarters of Tongstop Hill. As soon as 
it was light in the morning I drove to brigade headquarters, A young 
signals officer was going up to the hill in his truck and he offered to 
take my party with him. We got only half a mile in the truck and 
then, leaving it under the cover of the high wheat, we began climbing 
on foot, keeping to the right-hand side of the hill. We followed the 
line of the signal wires so that we could check for breakages. Every 
few yards the wheat had been toru up and blackened as though some 
sort of plague had blighted it ; this was the effept of the mortars, which 
were fused so that they exploded immediately on contact and were 
therefore more likely to kill men. It was very hot. The dust rose up 
out of the wheat, and when it had coated one’s face and body little 
runnels of sweat ran over one’s cheeks and under the armpits. 

Now we were on the hill, I saw that it Was much more thickly 
covered with scrub than had appeared from the distance; and it did 
not consist of two big humps, but a whole series, seven in all, with 
many subsidiary ridges. As soon as we pulled ourselves to the top of 
one slope another appeared above, us. Over all this ground the tfoops 
had fought thp day before, and now the carriers were bringing up 
watercans that had to be lugged the last half of the journey ,by baud. 

• On the lip of the third rise we came suddenly upon a scene so 
dramatic, so complete in itself that I recall it now, detail ^y detail 
alniost as I would remeniber a painting'or aplayin the theatre. It 
was a front-line treuch. The Germans had dug it, but out meu had 
occupied it the . day before. .It was a shallow trench and. it: taiade a ' 
zigzag suture through tfie blackened ^ass on the slope of the Mil. On 
the piles . of freshly turned' yellow soil the men hgd thrown t^ieSr 
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battle-dress jackets, the tin mugs and plates from which they had been 
eating, the empty salmon and bully-beef tins. 

A profusion of things las' about all the way up the trench — empty 
packets of cigarettes, both British and German, water-bottles and hand- 
grenades, hall-used boxes of cartridges, German steel helmets, bits of 
notepaper, discarded packs and torn pieces of clothing. Through this 
mess the rifles and machine-guns were pointing out_ toward the next 
slope, but the men were not firing. The sun was shining strongly and 
they sat or leaned half in and half out of the trench. Some smoked. 
One man was mending a boot. Another was sewing on a button. 
But mostly they leaned loosely on the earth and rested. Every time an 
enemj' gun sounded they cocked their heads mechanically and waited 
for the whine that would give the direction of the shoot. It was only a 
slight movement and you did not notice them doing it at urst. Some- 
times the shells landed short, three or four hundred yards away, some- 
times very near, perhaps only fifty yards down the slope, but anyway 
not on the trench. No one commented on the nearness of the shells. 
They had had much heavier shelling than this all night, and these 
spasmodic shots were only a nuisance that still had the power to hurt 
unless one watched. 

There were several old lyondon papers lying about. One, the Daily 
Mirror, had its last page turned upward and its. thick headline read : 
“ ‘No more wars after this,’ says Eden.” 

Seeing me looking at it, the soldier on the end of the trench said 
bitterly, "They said the last war was going to end all wars. I reckon 
this war is supposed to start them all again.” The others in the trench 
laughed shortly and one or two of them made some retort. The men 
had greeted us with interest, but without enthusiasm. When they read 
the war correspondent badges on our shoulders they -were full of 
questions and derisive comments. “Why weren’t smu up here 
yesterday? You’d have seen something!” Then another, "You can 
tell Winston Churchill we have been in the bloody line ten bloody 
weeks already.” Then a third, “Are you the bastard that wrote in the 
paper that we’re getting poached eggs for breakfast every morning ?” 
And a fourth, "Where’s the Eighth Army ? Aren’t they doing any- 
thing?” And several of them, "How’s the war going, mister? Is 
there anyone' doing anything besides us ?” 

They were hostile, bitter and contemptuous. Every second word 
was an adjective I have not quoted here, and they repeated it ad 
nauseam. They felt they were a minority that' was being ordered to 
die (a third of them had been killed or wounded in the night) so , that 
a dvilian majority could sit back at, home and enjoy life. 

It whs useless to picture these men who were winning the war for 
you as immaculate and shining ypung heroes agog with enthusiasm for 
the Cause., They bad seem top.mnch dirt and filth fpr that. They haled 
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the war. They knew it. And they were very realistic indeed about it. 
Instead of sitting on an exposed hill-top in the imminent danger of 
death they would have much preferred to have been on a drunk, or in 
bed with a girl, or eating a steak, or going to the movies. They fought 
because they were part of a system, part of a team. It was something 
they were obliged to do, and now that they were in it they had a 
technical interest and a pride in it. They wanted to win and get out of 
it — the sooner the better. They had no high notions of glory. A great 
number of people at home who referred emotionally to ‘‘Our Boys’’ 
would have been shocked and horrified if they had known just how 
the boys were thinking and behaving. They would have regarded them 
as young hooligans. And tliis was because the real degrading nature of 
war was not understood by the public at home, and it never can be 
understood by anyone who has not spent months in the trenches or 
in the air or at sea. More than half the Army did not know what it 
was because they had not been in the trenches. Only a tiny proportion, 
one-fifth of the race perhaps, know what it is, and it is an experience 
that sets them apart from other people. If you find the men do not 
want to talk about the lighting or what they have done, it will be for 
this reason only— they want to forget it. 

We went higher on to Tongstop to join the Argylls, and as we 
moved off, the men shouted at us to keep down so that we would not 
draw the fire on to their position. 

The Argylls, too, were resting after the bad night, and their eyes 
were red-rimmed with fatigue. The commanding officer had been 
killed. His deputy, a tall major who was a Highland farmer, had been 
drinking wine with us at Thibar only a few days before, but now a 
great gulf of experience separated us. He was still as hospitable and 
level-headed and kind, but there was something he could not com- 
municate, We were very near the top of lyongstop here. From the 
surrounding caves Germans were still being routed out. We over- 
looked a German guii-pit, empty now of men, but the black snouts of 
the guns still pointed toward us. In every direction the rocks were 
chipped with shell-blast and the bamel thorn was rooted from the 
ground.' A light heal haze hung ova the far end of the hill, where thfe 
Germans, were Still hiding and shooting. ' 

Below us the Medjerda Valley spread out majestically, and we 
looked for miles across the enemy lines and deep into put own. At that 
moment, surprisingly, half a dozen enemy shells whistled over our 
heads and lauded on the brigade headquarters we, bad jiist left at the 
bottom of the hill. The cowshed,- where the prisoners were, wag en- 
veloped in great billows of stnpke, and all that mar twh^e , the ambu- 
lances lay appeared to be-in the range of fire* There had' been so miitch 
killing all around bote that the onlr,:ein6tio'ti I. felt was; '‘‘I’nj. glad I-tn 
not si’ll in, the cowshed.”", . , 
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It was a shock, then, to look across the-valley and see that an 
entirelj- separate battle was going on. Lougstop had for the past forty- 
eight hours so absorbed our interest that we had begun to think that it 
was the whole battle. But now I remembered Alexander had sent two 
armoured divisions into the Goubellat Plain, and other formations were 
working up from Medjez-el-Bab to the villages of Crich-el-oued and 
Sidi Abdallah in the centre and southern side of the valley. Tanks 
were moving about very briskly and firing, but from that distance we 
could not see exactly what they were doing. Bombers kept coming 
in low and adding to the turmoil on the plain. Crich-el-oued (inevitably 
the troops called it Cricklewood) was having an especially rough time, 
and it was surprising to see the minaret of its little mosque survive the 
constant salvos. 

As we watched, another officer of the Argylls came up, a major 
named John Anderson. Just before he introduced us our friend whis- 
pered. “Here’s the man who did the whole thing. Don’t say anything 
about it, but we have put him in for the V. C." / 

It was not much good asking Anderson how Dongstop had fallen, 
“Oh, I don’t know,” he said vaguely. “I shouted ‘Come on !’ and the 
boys jumped up and ran forward shouting at the tops of their voices. 
We found the Germans cowering in their trenches— it was probably 
the noise that made the Jerries give in.” 

Anderson, to look at, was not very different from the other 
officers in this battalion except he was still alive and most of the others 
were dead or wounded. He himself had been slightly wounded. His 
uniform was in a bad mess and his beard was matted with sweat and 
dirt. What he had done was this. He had led the frontal attack at 
night up the first slope. With so mucli fire coming from every,, direc- 
tion and so many confusing explosions and flares, the only thing 
that was clear was that the enemy was somewhere above. Ander- 
pn, armed with a revolver, did the thing that sounds ,so mundane 
in words. He stood up in the fire and shouted to his men. They 
swarmed up after him as men will when they find a leader. He ran 
straight through the minefield and up through the darkness to the points 
where the yellow streams of bullets . were coming out. He and his 
men 5’-elied and screamed as they flung themselves upward. They 
got caught iu barbed wire and clawed it aside. Same were shot down. 
The others jumped down into the diigouts on top of the Germans, 
firing as they jumped. That was one lull. There were still men left, 
and Anderson jumped up again. Sheer rage carried them tip the next 
slope, and again they broke through the wire and. killed with the bai'o- 

„ Even tiieu, there were a few of the Argylls left who had not died 
or been wounded, and a third time Anderson ran, on and upward until 
he had achieved this height.' 

j tWngs happened on I,ongstop during this terrible three- 

day'i»ttle, ,but was one of the yrest charges. When the third day 
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came it was evident that the enemy defences were pierced, and as we 
stood near the summit that afternoon new units weie going in to mop 
up the rest. I/Ougstop was taken in the only possible way, by men 
going in yelling with the bayonet and meeting the enemy face to face. 
Anderson got his V.C. and died fighting in Italy six months later. 
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Mateur 


T CAN imagine something snapping in Alexandei’s mind when he 

heaid ot the fall of I^ongstop. At all events he went to work in a 
tornado of energy, as one who has suddenly seen tue light. Just as a 
playei of bridge oi chess will parry and thrust foi position here and 
there, and then suddenly see the way clear before him, so now 
Alexander moved forward with a touch and sureness that had not 
been apparent in the battle before. 

He had already oidered a wholesale regrouping of the armies and 
at urgent speed. All the Americans, three divisions, were swung into 
the norther n sector around Sedjenane. The French, with their new 
Valentine tanks and American vehicles, were wedged into the Pont du 
Fahs gap. On the coast Montgomery’s forces were ordered merely to 
maintain a series of holding attacks. This left only the Medjerda 
Valley, and upon the Medjerda the General correentrated all his great 
hopes for a knock-out blow. He wanted only the best of his British 
forces here. Already the Seventy-Bighth Division, the Fourth and the 
First Infantry Divisions were in position. To these were added the 
Sixth Ai mortred Division from the First Army and the Seventh Armour- 
ed Division and the Indian Division from the Eighth Army. 

These last two desert divisions were obliged to make a spectacular 
forced march from the coast in order to reach the Medjertfe Valley in 
time. They were unable to pause even long enough to camouflage their 
vehicles from the desert yellow to the mountain blacks and browns. 

The scene on the roads during these days was bewildering. Tens 
of thousands of vehicles crammed the passes day and night and, when 
after darkness fell, we were sometimes caught in the mountains away 
from OUT base at Thibat, it was an unnerving thing to drive past the 
immense convoys of blacked-out trucks and tanks. JTot iafreq,uently 
vehicles tumbled headlong into the valleys and ditdres below, and the 
strain upon the drivers was intense. 
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The battle plan was quite simple. Now that the line was barely a 
huucired aucl thirty miles long, we were going to apply severe and 
continuous pressure along its whole length — the Americans striking 
toward Mateur, the British along the Medjerda Valley, the French at 
Pout du Fairs and the British again at Eufidaville. As soon as the 
pressure was applied in force then the blitz would go in up the 
Medjerda Valley, a needle-thrust aimed straight at Tunis. Two 
iufautry divisions, the Indians and the Fourth, were to break the crust 
of the German line. Then the two crack armoured divisions, the 
Seventh and the Sixth, would pour through and continue uutil they 
reached the sea. 

A sector only three thousand yards wide was chosen for this 
thrust, aud it was to go directly up the road from Medjez-el-Bab through 
Massicault and St. Cyprieu to Tunis. 

That was the broad plan. Although surprising and unpredictable 
things occurred aud the plan bad to be altered and extended, its 
essential structure remained the same to the end. 

No one man could hope to watch the whole of this spectacle. 
During the first week in May my parly found itself buzzing about 
agitatedl3' all over the front, never quite certain that we were in the 
right place, never quite sure that if we went to the Mateur sector some- 
Ihiag more impor taut might not be bappeniug in the Goubellat Plain, 
never able to resolve whether or not Bizerta would fall before Tunis. 

In the end I suppose we did not do badly. At least we got a 
superficial view ofnuost of the preliminary moves and we were in the 
right place when the final blow fell. 

One day we drove on to the hills south of Medjez-el-Bab, and all 
the Goubellat Plain spread out below us. It looked like a bright fly- 
paper with thousands of black flies stuck on it. Two whole divisions 
were dotted across the valley aud sheltering on the edges of the moun- 
tains, perhaps ten or fifteen thousand vehicles. They had run through 
Goubellat village and spread iu a flood of armour and guns across the 
plain. At the spot where we sat there was a burnt-out German Tiger 
tank. The Tigers were a failure iu Tunisia, We even stopped them 
with two-pounder guns. They were too cumbersome, too slow, too 
big a target, too lightlj’’ armed to meet modern anti-tank weapons. 
And yet as I clambered over this vast wreck I found it fi ightening iu 
its sheer enormity. It was the biggest and the ugliest vehicle I had 
ever seen on land. Like a London bus or a sixty-thousand-ton liner, 
it that quality of largeness that never diminishes, no, matter how 
familiar it becomes. 

■ . A little group of, British Tommies seeing .battle for the .first time 
had put up an exemplary defence here, on the edge of Goubellat. 

■ They had lieen a,urrouuded ' in the night by a great weight of 
..Gerniuu tauks and Iufautry' — it was one of these, final desperate efforts 
. lihe enetny made ito disorganize our coming attack.Tbe bill-top where the 
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Tonmiies svete defeudittg disappeared in s’Kll-bnists. In the moiniug, 
when ovii leiulorcenients diove oil tile Gel mans, a coltiimi was sent 
np to the hill-top to see it an^ of the deiemlers had escaj . 1 ueatli oi 
impiisonnient. As the lescxters appcaie the dtfendtis liobhed np 
oheeitnlly and nuhaimed tiom theii lox-hnLs-. The\ had hied olf all 
iheit amnniniiion. They had flung hack successive waves ol German 
uilanuy all night long. They were grecnhoins no longer. It was a 
perfect deinonstiation of what j’oit can do witli really tough tiainiuc, 
111 the battle schools at home. 

Across the other side of Gonbcllat, where oirr tanks had touched 
the lakes, things were not going so well. A jagged and piecipitous 
ridge of rock called Korn nine rose out of the plain beside the lakes, 
and it bristled with German guns. Eveiy li'ue our tanks approached 
thty were taught, and frnii out eyiie we could see them binning 
Every time th; infantiy b rod to iufiUr ale tiiey were swept back with 
suiall-anns fire. Aci oss the plain itselttlie Germans were using their 
uswHenscheHank-bnslei — thefig’Uci with the cannon — with devastat- 
ing effect. Just as at Eniidaville, it was obvious li-atu'e were going 
to do no more at Koninine than keep the enemy busy. 

The sappers at this time were o^urpleting a j.ib which had the im- 
portance of a battle. They had to prepare a series of springboards 
ftom which the iinal offensive would be made. With hulldoyeis, with 
dynamite and the pick and .shovel they lan roads right out into no- 
mati’s-land. They worked in pilch darkness and uar’ei uiv^r tar-fire, 
throw ing up new steel briilges, making fords across the streams, driv- 
ing cuttings thruugh lilt rocks. The sappers were in the foieliotit of 
everything; they were out ahead oi the infantry making passages 
through the mines ; they' went out on patrols to plot the country ; they 
made tunnels and set new niinetields right under the Geiuian guns. 
From the days of the Abyssinian War I had seen the sappers getting 
more and more expert, taking on bigger and bigger jobs and often 
working under fire without the time or the means to protect themselves 
or hit back. lu this last week they reached a climax of effort. 

One day w'e got ourselves entirely out of position. We knew the 
final assault was some day’s ahead and the f ion t seemed quiet. We 
decided to take a few hours off, and we ran up to Cap Serial, on the 
norther u coast. It was a beautiful day — no sign of war. Nightingales 
were piping in the bushes. We .plunged into the sea among the w’ashed- 
up wuecks of invasion barges and rusting gnus. W'e loitered over lunch 
— the lunch whicli I had designed as the best and easiest for these long 
day-trips when we wcje often twelve hours on the road : a bottle of 
Thibar wdne diluted with water, a chunk of American cheese from 
Veimoul, a loaf of madame’s white bread, a tin of margarine and 
a slab of chocolate. Easily and pleasantly we drove back toward 
Thibar in the evening. On the road we all got an attack of con- 
science through slaying away from the war foi so many’ hours, and 
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we Uiniecl into an American lieadqiiarlers near Sedjeuaue. And that 
was when we first heard the astounding news about the Americans. In 
defiance of everyone’s predictions they had made a full-scale break- 
llirough toward Hi/eita. You might wonder how on a narrow front 
like this we could not have known about so big an event beforehand. 
The truth was that no pne expected the Americans to break through. 
They were faced with some of the roughest country in Tunisia. More- 
over, we did not know then that two major events had happened. 
First, the Gennaiis were already beginning to draw back from the 
Bizerta area toward Tunis and Cape Bon; and secondly, the Americans 
profiling by what they had learned in the south, had suddenly become 
some of the most adept and determine fighters in the whole battle. 

There was nothing much that we, as correspondents, could do 
about the break-through that night. We could only gather the asto- 
nishing slot 3’ at headquarters — Green and Bald Hills had fallen, Matenr 
had been entered. The Americans were on the borders of the Bizerta 
lakes and had the city itself in view. 

We drove hard next day to catch up. The Beja-Malenr road was 
one long hue and cry of army vehicles pushing forward. We ran over 
tire old front line — a graveyard now of dynamited German tanks — and 
then into the great hills we had never been able to reach before, 
Qthers, turning back, said it was hopele.-:s — the traffic was jammed all 
tire way to Mateur— but we edged on, often being bawled out by the 
military police lor getting out of the single line of traffic, but more 
usually sneaking past when nobody was looking. The enemy gunners 
were still firing out of the line of hills to onr right, but somehow they 
could not get on to this perfect target, these thousands of vehicles 
jammed on the road. 

Near Mateirr the traffic thinned out at last and, the town itself 
appeared draii atically through the hills. It lay at the mouth of the 
valley on the edge' of Lake Achkel. Belweeir the town and the lake 
Jebel Achkel rose up, a fabulous mass, dark, precipitous and isolated, a 
rock skyscraper that made au island in the ' sky. Beyond this, in the 
narrow causervay of land between Lake Achkel and Lake Bizerta, the 
clean bright town of Ferr3'ville was clearly in view, and beyond that 
again the haze that was Bizerta. 

As we looked, most of this area was under fire of some kind. A 
Messerschmitt dived on Mateur, blew up a jeep and then, caught by 
aiili-aircraft firei it dived in streaming’ yellow flames to the ground. 
Shells were bursting steadily round Peiryville, and the German fire, 
both from guns and dive-bombers, fell heavily on Ihe outskirts of 
, Mateur, They were aiming at the one bridge we had to cross to get 
into the town. 

An, American Doughboy vtas sittiiip" ott that bridp'e as we made 
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oiii dash across between salvos. God knows rvbat he was doing there. 
He just sat gtiuning on the rails, with smoking bonih-lioles all around 
him and more shells due any minute. Decidedly the American soldier 
had got his teeth into the war this time. 

Mateur was devastated and deserted. A few stray dogs and cats 
ran among the tottering walls, a handful of gendarmes and a plucky 
French girl had taken refuge in a cave decked with the Tricouleur. In 
the streets jeeps and Sherinan tanks were milling about. Shells were 
landing haphazardly round the town, and we drt;ve ont ijuickly to the 
north, following the shores of the lake. It was hard to make out what 
was happening and nobody had any accurate information. Some said 
there were Germans on the Jebel, but we rode under the mountain 
without interference. It was much softer country here in the north, 
well cultivated, with large prosperous homesleads, more European. 
We were now entirely alone, and I did not like it much. But of my 
two compauions, one, A.B, Austin,* seemed to derive' a strange satis- 
faction from being fired at, and -the other. Christopher Bucklej', had 
for years been quite unable to resist a craving to explore anything and 
everything whether it lay inside enemy territory or not. 

And so we rode on round that lovely, lake until we came on an 
American reconnaissance unit. They had taken cover in a farm-house 
which had been vacated by six hundred Germans the day before. There 
was a touching domestic scene going on in the B'rench family circle in 
the house. NIadatue Verdier, a charming woman, half-English, drew 
us into the parlour to act’ as judges in the matter. It seemed that her 
husbaud had escaped to England two yftars before and joined the Free 
Frenqb. Xu the uicautime' his son Robert bad grown up, and now, at 
seventeen, was determined to set off and find his father and then join 
the R. A. F., for which he had conceived an intense admiration. He 
had wanted to ‘pass through the German lines at night, and with 
difficulty his mother had dissuaded him. She had been forced to 
promise that as soon as the Allies reached the farm-house he could set 
off. Now bet son was holding lier to her promise. The boy, a thin, 
sensitive, lad, stood tensely in the^corner while it was all explained. 

We said the obvious things.. The front was in a turmoil at the 
moment. He would be lost for days, even weeks, if he tried, to find 
his way without passes through the army to Algiers and then to 
England, If he would jrrst wait until Tunis had fallen, then every- 
thing would be easier. The French authorities , would be able to 
help him then. 

I don’t think we made much impression. The boy was keyed up 
to a state of excitement that coitld not have been brooked. I was sorry 
for his mother. All the time we were talking the guns were going 
outside, but she bad no thouglrt for these, bnly for the boy. She was 

* .V Shull fired at puint-blaufc raasfof killaU him now .Sslarno tljo foUbyrlng ■ wtotet. 
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gripped with her anxitjly to do the t)esl she could fjr hiiu. Alreadj' 
she had faced uj) to the fact that she was going to lose him anyhow. 
I never heard wiial happened. We were swept back at once into the 
prodigious moving spectacle outside that little farm-house parlour. 
But still the incident .sticks in my iiiiud for, just as in the case of the 
German pilot wlio had hcr'U shot down, it forced one for a moment to 
see that all the machinery of war, all the organization and the outward 
show, was in the end based on such little family mattcis as these — and 
the spirit of them. 

Beyond the farm-house we took the empty road again, and at last 
caught up with the front on the hanks of the Sedjenaue River. I call 
it a front, but in reality it was a iiuaint little pocket of the war. A 
column of Frenehmeu had come through the thickets along the coast 
and had been stopped by luortat-fire outside Bizerta. We were unable 
to join theiu because the bridge across the river was dowm.and the 
enemy were shelling the river. Shells fell now among a groirp of 
frightened horses, now around an American Doughboy who was trying 
to build a ford across the river witlf a bulldozer, and now close to a 
French poiln who was squatting on his haunches and throwing hand- 
grenades into the river. Each time a grenade exploded, a few inucldj'- 
looking fish flriated to the surlace and the Frenchman dragged them 
in with a stick. A line of American shock troops sat under the lee of 
the bank watching with interest Nobody seemed to be paying the 
least attention to the shelling or the war. Clearly we were not going 
to gel into Bizerta that night, and we turned back. 

We had had such a day of reconnoilriug on our own that we decided 
to push our luck a little further. Since Green and Bald Hills bad 
fallen, it was reasonable to presume that the road liukiug that pass to 
the lakes was open, so we lurued up it. As we climbed into the 
mountains I saw through the back of the car that there was a battery 
of Gennau guns firing out of the hospital in Ferryville. The shots 
kept falling in the lake aud sending up columns of water that were pink 
and shining in the sunset light. 

We were now approaching Green and Bald Hills from the enemy 
direction, aud we ran full tilt into a vast crateracioss the road. Beyond 
that, a stray American colonel told us, the road jiigtit be clear of 
mines. But then again, he said, it raighf not. We pushed on cauti- 
ously, aud then at the crest of the pass saw something that made the 
diiver jam on his brakes. A party of American sappers with mine 
detectors was approaching us from the opposite direction. Walking in 
front of the car and studying every foOl of tlie ground, we got through 
to the Americans aud continued home. When we passed that spot 
ou the hills the following moruing, two of the Ametican sappers lay 
dehd beside the road. They had been killed by a mine which our car 
had harmlessly gone by th$ night before. 
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It had been a cittious thing passing through Green and Bald Hills, 
and seeing the dugonts ol both sides where so manj’ had died in the 
winter in the imtd and the cold. -At the end the Germans made no 
attempt to hold the two bastions. A handful of Americans had 
struggled up both hills and reported back the astounding news that the 
enemy had decamped in the night. It seemed an anti-climax that the 
great battle of the Sedjenaue sector, which had cost thousands of lives, 
should finish so quietly and without display. The little wn3'gide graves, 
some with swastikas on them and some with British or Aumficau helmets, 
are practically all that is left to mark that terrible battlefield uow. 

Tor tliree days we hunted in the Bizerta district, hoping every 
hour that the town would fall. Enemy troops and civilians, we knew, 
were pouring southward out of the town along’ the one road that lay 
open to them into Tunis. But a rearguard fought bitterly. To everj'- 
one’s astonishment it turned ont that there was a garrison of Germans 
perched on the black heights of Jehel Achkel. A lavish French 
homestead stood on the slopes opposite the moniilain, and we drove 
up there to watch the battle. 

It was quite a set-piece, this affair— the infantry spread in lines 
across the wheatfields, the guns and the tanks closing in, the shells 
bursting on the heights of the jebel, and tlie enemy hitting iiack, 
somelinies bj' casting shots off the heights, sometimes bj' dive-bomldi.g 
and strafing along the rpads. In perfect safety we looked down on the 
arena from this homestead, and then the bizarre figure of Monsieur 
Louis Roederer appeared. He came out on to the veranda, an elderly 
Frenchman, a cosmopolitan w'ho contrived to look like an English 
country squire • bs' wearing nding-breeclies and a voluminous Iwced 
jacket. Monsieur Roederer was one of the champagne family. He had 
come to Tunisia years ago, and, apart from his town house in Paris and 
his estates in France, he had devoted nuist of his life and his great 
wealth to this farm. He had built himself this lovely home. He had 
drained and cleared the laud with the cheap native labour, and now his 
neat and orderly fields spread away to the jebel. 

‘‘That is my land you are fighting your battle on now,” ho said, 
“l hope they don’t do too much damage.’' 

He spoke in English, almost as well as he spoke French ami 
German. 

‘‘Come inside,” he said, "and I will show, j'ou General Maiiteufel’s 
room.” 

It was a charming countryman’s study. The walls were lined mth 
books in three languages. There were many spprting prints, a collec- 
tion of stuffed game-birds, and a shelf crowded with the stocks of old 
Moorish huulihg-guns. Here, among the fishing-nets and the sporting 
prints, the German General Manteufelhad conducted the defence' of 
the whole Bizerta area inufil he had ,been forced to leaye huiriedly two 
nwhts before. “He did not, appear worried,” Monsieur Roederer 
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said; "lie remained very correct and chaTinitig to the end. I used to 
have breakfast with him every morniiig, but of course we never dis- 
cussed the war or politics — we just talked about lisliing alid shooting 
and sports. He was very correct. I was sorry in some ways to see 
him go. The Germans paid for everything during the four months 
they were here, and did far less damage than your ti oops have done 
in a single morning. Just look at this,” and he led the way out on to 
the veranda again. Pointing down to a grove of trees, he said : 

“Ruined — all rriiued — by yuur tanks when they broke in here and 
sheltered this morning. When I protested, the American officer in 
charge said that I was a pro-Nazi. I replied that it was only because 
I was friendly’ to your cause that I could be so frank and open with my 
complaint.” 

A good deal of Monsieur Roederer’s conversation ran like this. 
We were to meet more of his kind among the wealthy people of Tunis 
later on. It was not so much that they were pro-Nazi, it was that the 
sole consuming interest of their lives was to safeguard their property. 
They gave hospitality to the Allies and the Germans with an equal 
mind. They W'ere prepared to talk in German, French, Italian or 
English. Before the war they had divided their lives between Loudon, 
Paris, Southern Europe and New York, always with one eye on their 
investments. Thejr were simply not interested in the war. They were 
waiting with impatience for the day when they could enter into the full 
use of their frozen wealth again. 

To Monsieur Roederer the spectacle of wounded American 
soldiers being brought into his house from the fighting on the jehel 
was more of- an inconvenience than an appeal for his assistance. He 
did everything to help, of course, in a perfmictory waj", but he was 
glad, profoundly glad, when the battle of the jebel was finished. What 
a difference between this cultivated and C5’.uical old man and the burn- 
ing enthusiasm of the young French boy who wanted to join the R.A.F. 

By May 4th it was clear that Bizerta was not going to fall at once, 
and since Tunis was fifty times more important* we returned to the 
Medjerda sector to await the zero hour. Alexander had wheeled the 
mail} bulk of the American forces eastward, directly toward the coast 
and awas'- from Bizerta. His object was to bottle up the German army 
in the Medjerda Valley, which was now being invested from all sides, 
including the sea. It was ferocious country the Americans entered now, 
but still they forged on, and finally got astride the road between 
Bizerta and’Tniiis. Simultaneously the last obstacle in the Medjerda 
Valley was mopped up-- This was an ugly jebel called Bou- Aoukaz, 
just outside Tebourba. In a .series of hectic rushes the British Infantry 
swept on to the crest. On the night of, May ^th the enemy’s last battle 
line atoun'd'Tunis lay exposed to immediate assault. At dawn on the 
foUowine day the British blitz t^eut in. ' 
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Tunis 

As I say, we had taken a sector of only three thousand yards for this 
last assault. This cauldron seemed tons at that time the whole 
battle and the whole world, but in reality it was a tiny piece of the 
line, not two per cent. -of its entire length. Like the arc of a bubble 
now, the German line stretched round Tunis, and Alexander proposed 
to prick it in this one place. 

Von Aruim was issuing printed orders of the day to his men : 
"Behind you lies the sea; before yon lies the enemy. You must go 
forward. You must fight to the last round and the last man” — the 
sort of pamphlet they issued at Stalingrad. But the German position 
was not desperate. The minelield-mortar-machiue-gun combination 
still stretched like a web around Tunis and Cape Bon. There was still a 
yuarter of a inilliou Axis troops on the field of battle. They had 
petrol, food, guns, tanks and ammunition Only the Luftwaffe seemed 
to have packed up. Most of it bad already gone off to Sicily, and there, 
were i uniours that a dispute was going on between the Luf twalle and 
the German Army Command. 

For the rest, tire German morale was not bad. I glanced through 
some letters we had taken from prisoners. One sergeant wrote from 
Tebourba : ‘‘We are all right here. We can hold them olf for mouths 
if need be. It’s only those bastards back at base and on the lines of 
supply. The cowards are already making jokes about ‘Tuuisgrad.’ 
Oiir lieutenant sent for a gun replacement and the fellow at base work- 
shops sent back word, ‘What do you waxit replacements for ? All the 
guns are going to be spiked in a fortnight.’ We will know who to deal 
with in our own ranks when we have won the victory here." There 
was another letter addressed to a soldier from his father in Berlin. It 
described street by street the damage done by the R. A, F. hi Berlin, 
and it ended, "Be pitiless, for the English know no pity.” 

IJp to a point Ibis was true. The Allied army bad no pity 
now. It was a machine, a great mill pressing down; and now, a blade 
was goipg to come out of the press. 

Alexander made his last reshuffles behind the lines. The corps 
that was going to deliver the fii st blow, leap-frogged over Number 5, 
the one that had. done all the serious fighting up the Medjerda Valley un- 
til now. The new, corpst Number 9., had two , fine infantry divisions aad' 
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two armoured divisions. One-half of the force was from the Eighth 
Army and oue-half from the First. That was right. Both armies 
should share in this honour, Ewuteiiaut-General Horrocks was made 
the Gjrps Commander. He had been borrowed from the Eighth Army 
because he was a veterau, an aggressive man, a successful commander 
with three or four recent victories to his credit.* 

In the same waj' Air Marshal Coniughaiu bound his two air forces 
together, t’ne oue troiii the desert and the one from the mountains, and 
it was an instrument of air war such as Africa had never seen before — 
thousands ol aircraft. They had three jobs : to smash the enemy in 
Tunisia, to prevent what was left taking to the boats, to knock ont the 
enemy ports and airfields in Sicily and southern Italy. The Navy 
likewise was ready witli liundreds of motor-boats, destroyers, corvettes, 
ernisers and even aircraft-carriers and battleships to deal with the 
Italian fleet if it came ont (it never did). 

It was the Air Force that started the battle and the Air Force 
whicli brought back the first indication of the way the battle was going 
to go — thongli we did not at the time fully understand the indication. 
On the morning of May 6th one thousand sorties were made on the 
enemy lines before breakfast. That is to say, some of the squadron.s 
were used twice or sevetal times, but in all one thonsand trips were 
made before 9 a. ni. They rose in swarins out of the clearings in the 
vineyards and the ct irk-tree forests, ont of the beaches and the sandy 
plains to the south. 

Before 9 a.m. the pilots were coming back with extraordinary 
reports — “We have nothing- to bomb. The enemy have dragged 
all their remaiuinig aircraft ofi the airfields atid hidden them under 
the tress. There are no enemy aircraft in the sky. There is no 
movement of vehicles along the road. There is no sign of German 
activity at the front. There is practically nothing we can see to hit, 

, nothing to strafe.” 

The Wehrmacht had gone to ground. It was' dug into its trenches 
and weapon-pits, and heavily camouflaged. From the air the ground 
appeared dead and deserted. It was one more demonstration that you 
cannot accurately bomb a stationary army in the field because you 
cannot see it. I do not say that some of the pilots did not find targets, 
bat for the most part the bombs had to be dropped at places where the 
enemy was believed to be, but where no enemy was visible. 

Couingham did not change his plans. He went right on bombing. 
From the opening of the battle to the end I saw something I had never 
seen In a campaign before — shoals of Allied fighters patrolling back 
and forth, protecting the ground troops every hour of the day. You 
must certainly give a good deal of the credit for this Tunisian blit?, to 
the fact that the army was not bombed as it Ureut forward. 

’Hoitocks ivag latter tadly wo«iiii<iU ' fay , buoib aptintisw iu Bizerta wfaen he wae 
abom Da lead parb of tljo Allied fotves oa bfae luvfaalou of Italy. ' 






55+ 


AFRICAN TRILOG jT 


Geueral Horrocks bad spaced one gnu about every five yards 
along his liny front. The actual spot for the break-through was just 
to the south-east of Medjez-el-Bab on the southern side of the Medjerda 
Valley. The laud was gently undulating at that place, and between 
the scattered villages tlie wheat was norv breast-high and begiiuiing to 
turn yellow. 

The guns had begun bellowing soon after midnight on May 6th, 
one shell lauding every five yards ever5' few seconds. It is simply not 
possible to explain the effect of that. Even if one is there, the full 
enormity of the noise and the brilliance of the light does not persist in 
the memory; and the Germans receiving the barrage do not speak 
clearly of it because each shell that fell near them w'as every shell; 
they could see nothing beyond their immediate trench and hear noth- 
ing except the monstrous noise of the explosions near at hand. 

Under this roof of shells the sappers went forward at 4 a.m. In the 
flickering light of the explosions thej^ cut the barbed wire aud felt on 
the ground for the mines. Then the Indians and the British infantry 
charged through. In the midst of the w'eb of mines and mortars and 
bullets, the battle w’as on. 

All this time the Germans had never been sure of the precise point 
at which the main shock of the British assault was coming. Tliey 
expected it somewhere in the Medjeida Valley — but just where', they 
could uot foretell, because the whole front was in antiproar. And the 
men in the direct patli of our ousiaught never had time to realize what 
had struck them. 

In that triangle of villages around Sidi Salem, Sidi Abdallah and 
Peter’s Corner the Germans were manning tfieir positions in the usual 
way wheu the British fell on them. While it was still dark the Indians 
and the Tommies came creeping through the wheat. Over the last few 
hundred yards they rose to their feel and rushed the eueuiy posilioias. 
They swarmed into the enemy dugouls. They yelled their war-cries, 
each man taking coinage from the excitement of his neighbour, and 
they poured a hail of bullets across that three-thousand-yard front 
that was more terrible than the earlier barrage. 

By sheer weight of numbers aud the exhilaration of the charge, the 
British infantry swept through the German outposts and got up to the 
main chain of machinfe-gun posts. As dawn broke they were leaping 
from one .German weapon-pit to another, shooting as long as the 
Germans shot, and killing so long as they bad to kill. When a group 
of Germans round a machine-gun gave up, the Briti.sh ran on to the 
next knot of opposition without w’aitiug to collect prisoners or 
wounded — someone coming on behind would do that. 

The Gerinan line was perhaps a mile or twp miles thick — that is to 
say, there was a loosely connected series of trenches and defended 
positipns of that depth. At daylight the British were right in the 
midst of this Hneatfd our penelratiou was beino" measured in thousands 
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of yards. And still it went on, the hacking and thrusting, the hand- 
to-hand fighting, the overwhelming of the enemy positions one bj' one. 
It was scarcely noon when the leaders of the forward companies were 
reporting over their portable radios that they rvere meeting reduced 
opposition. Tliey had burst clean through the German line and come 
out into the vacant space behind. 

It was only a narrow breach, but that was all that Horrocks 
wanted: he had pricked the bubble; he was behind the German line; 
he was through the minefields. For seven or eight hours the tank 
crews of the Sixth. and Seventh Armoured Divisions bad been wailing. 
A few tanks had gone in with the infantry, birt the bulk of them were 
waiting in the rear under the cover of the trees. He now turned to 
these vital reserves and said “Go.” 

The tanks charged ahead. They went straight at the gap the in- 
fantry had made for them, and they passed through practically un- 
scathed. It was like releasing the flood-gates of a dam. In scores, 
in hundreds, this vast procession of steel lizards'wi-ut grumbling and 
lurching and swaying up the Tunis road. Tunis itself las' barely thirty 
miles away, the line was pierced. Visors down, dnst streaming oitt 
behind them, they shot ahead straight for Tunis. They took no account 
of the Germans on either side of them, no account of the tact that the 
road behind them might be closed. The line was pierced, and that was 
enough. They roared on. With them flowed the artillery and the anti- 
tank gnus, the fuel and the ammunition wagons, the workshops and the 
recovery vehicles, the jeeps and the comuiaud cars. Out in front and 
on either flank rode the armoured cars on reconnaissance. When night 
came they were all on the road to Tunis. 

On the morning of the 7th the Medjerda Valley had become a 
hateful place : it had turned from green to dirty yellows and greys; 
the fields of wild flowers had ■ withered entirely; the ripening wheat 
was flattened; the dust was appalling. Nearing Medjez-el-Bab visibility 
was barely two hundred yards, and on the dozens of newly made side- 
tracks it was much worse than that. Hnge trucks lurched suddenly 
out of the gloom and we turned aside fifty times at the last moment to 
avoid a collisiqji. General Alexander, driving a jeep, shot past us over 
a culvert. He was travelling at alnjost reckless speed, both his hands 
tight on the wheel and his face was whitened like a baker-boy’s' with 
white dust.. We felt out way on to corps headciuarters, but it bad 
vanished, A solitary red-cap simply , said, ''Thes^ moved, on two 
hours ago. They’ve got to Fuina.” To Furua? i^rorua was behind 
the enemy’s old line. It* scarcely seemed possible. If corps head- 
quarters had gone as far as this, where, then, were, the frout-line troops?, 
For the first time we thought; “Can Tunis fall to-day?” No one said 
this. No one' liked to say it. But we all thought it as we raced down 
the side-trn''k'« toward tb** tn inroad. 
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luside half an hour we were on yesterday’s battlefield and no 
enemy aiij’’where, just empty trenches and gun-pits. Past the villages 
which the Gei mans had held for mouths, past Sidi Salem and Sidi 
Abdallah, where there had been nothing but death aud killing the week 
before. Over a ruined bridge aud round by Peter’s Corner that was 
once an enemy stronghold. Nothing there now. Nothing but the 
rusting broken tanks around which the wheat and flowers had grown 
tall, as if the earth itself wanted to hide those hideous machines. 

Aud then, on the main road, there it was again, for the third thne 
in one month — the army careering forward in pursuit of the enemy. 
But this made the other cavalcades look puny aud of no account. 
Miles before Fnrna the vehicles were touching almost bonnet to tail- 
board. They slacked themselves two and three deep along the road. 
The infantry lay sprawling on their kits on top of the lorries and their 
rifles lay slacked together as though the war was- over. At Furna 
still the procession went on ; it was not so thick now, bnt still it stret- 
ched away in the distance. Only twenty miles to go. It was there on 
the white stone; “Tunis 33 kilometres.’’ 

We wanted no part of corps headquarters now. We wanted only 
to get to the head of this incredible race. Brief scraps of information 
came to us on the road — the troops were through Massicaull. The 
tanks were moving into St. Cyprieii. Where, then, were the enemy ? 
Who was on either side of this narrow thrust? We asked add asskecl 
aud got no reasonable answer. Only “God knows.” “Who cares? 
It’s Tunis we want.” 

In Massicault the traffic had definitely thinned out, but the village 
was entirely ours. Two Tunisian girls hung over a wicket fence talk- 
ing to a group of Tommies as though the army had been there for 
weeks. There were only a few shell-scars on the white buildings 
along the single street. The tanks had blitzed clean through. Sixteen 
miles to Tunis. 

Presently a mosqrte aud another group of white farm-houses showed 
up across the plaiu — St. Cyprien. We rau into the village and stopped 
at the first farm-house. That -was a pleasant moment. W''e had found 
the front-*-if you could call it a front. Standing there were the men and 
the guns of the Royal Horse Artillery — the Desert Rais, the original ■ 
Desert Rats. The men I had seen in Syria' and A-byssiuia and the 
Desert. The guns that had fired from the very beginning of the African 
war for Wavell aud Straffer Golt,for Jock Campbell and Alec Gatehou.se. 
The twenty-five-pouuders that used to accept and turu back the German 
tank-rushes in the desert though they were never meant to fire at tanks. 
They had come all the way from Alanieiu and they had been through 
everything: young Cockneys and I<ancaster boys in shorts and ■ sbirt.s 
and burnt by the snn, men of the Seventh Armoured Division who had 
fired the first shots in the African war, some of the finest gunners in 
the world. 
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Thej' were excited. “We're going to get into Trtuis somehow.” 

But as we turned back to their brigade headijuarters fi:-r information 
my spirits sank. German shelling began. There was resistance still. 
It was already midday. We could hardly round up those enemy guns 
before dark. E)veu as we stopped in a wlieatfieUl to gobble a tinick 
cold lunch tlie shells began coming in our direction. A line of Gcnimn 
prisoners was marching into the camp, and each time a shell cracked 
into the field they broke ranks and went to ground, not in panic, but 
mechanically and automatically, as meu do when they have been 
shelled too much, too often, loo recently. After each burst they formed 
ranks again without bidding from the guards. 

There was more firing away to the right where it was said a tank 
battle was going on. All this lime, while we ate cheese and bread on 
the steps of the car, more and more desert vehicles kept flowing into 
the fields behind St. Cyprien and dispersing. We decided to go forward 
again to the hills outside the town to get a better view of the fighting 
before we turned back to Thibar to send oiir messages away. 

It was there on the hill-tops in the early afternoon that we saw for 
the first time what a wonderfully professional thing this advance was. 
All around us the army was flowing forward— first the tanks in 
SLiuadroiis of fifteen or twenty nosing up to the hills, then splitting 
and going around into the next valley, then lying stationary and bull 
down for a bit and firing. Behind them the guns came up and settled 
into positions on the newly won hill. In fifteen minutes they were 
firing. Up the road came the ack-ack guns and the siii»ply wagons and 
they too dispersed, waited atid tlien went forward again, ft was all 
most impressive, this weaving in and out of the hills. Every com- 
mander seemed to know exacily what to do. There was no rushing, no 
over-strainiug. Everything worked, Each hill was checked on the 
map, invested, surrounded and passed by. 

A thin rain came down and it made no difference except that it 
settled the dust a little. We ached to see Tunis, but we were too far 
off. A mountainous column of black smoke was going up from the sea, 
that was all. As we watched we saw other vehicles going ahead of us 
down the road. Was it possible then we were going Co get a little 
nearer? The trail was very warm as we fol loured on. Outside St. 
Cyprien there was a German cemetery, row upon row of neat graves 
divided by flower-beds and gravel-paths, and you could read the . 
history of the Tunisian campaign there. 

Near the ornamental gate were the old graves of the past, year. 
Oberleutnaut Hans this and Corporal Fritz that from the Hermann 
Goering division, killed in the early skirmishes at Green Hill and 
Tebourba. These graves had elaborately painted swastikas. , Then 
others, Stuka pilots, with their black emblem oithe diving plane, the 
laurel wreath and !the German eagle. Further inside the cemetery.; 
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the graves were increasinglj’ newer, the patlis uugravelled. The last 
graves had crosses, bnl these had not been erected or painted, just 
little tabs lay on the ground giving the dead man’s name. Beyond 
that a series of gaping holes in the ground wailing for more bodies. At 
the end of the cenieterj’ a Mark T.V lank had taken shelter behind tlie 
cactus hedge, and it hail been destroyed an hour or two before. It 
still smouldered. I looked inside the smoking wreck and .saw the 
nauseating siglit of the dead crew. The war had caught up with and 
passed tliis cemetery too quickls" for the recent dead to find a grave. 
Across the road two Ih-eiicli children were playing with an ack-ack 
gun and a British reconnaissance plane that had just put down. 

As we drove on and still there was no impediment on the road our 
hopes began to rise again. Perhaps it would be Tunis to-uigiit. I felt 
a twinge of conscience about Clifford and Keating. For the past three 
years we had entered most captured towns together. We had always 
been together at ilie last. Clifford was definitely out of the running. 
He had gone off with the French down at Pont du Fahs miles away 
across the mountains. Keating I had not seen for days. It was hard 
on them, I thought, to miss Tunis after coming two thousand miles 
from Alamein. 

We were getting very close. Kilometre 14. The village of La 
Mornaghia. A notice in German, “Danger — typhus in village.” The 
villagers were standing on the steps of the Cafe aus Ddlices de 
Mornaghia in the l^lace des Caruiere.s and cheering. Out ahead there 
was a series of new explosions— tanks fighting possibly; perhaps the 
enemy blowing up dumps. Smudges of smoke crept up through the 
rain on the northern luirizon. 

The first man I recognized in the village was Clifford. He was 
stau'liiig on a bit of raised ground watching a fight between Shermans 
and Mark IVs on the next hillside. “l hitch-hiked up from Pont du 
Fahs," he said airily. “I got a tip Tunis was going to fall.” It must have 
been a monumental bit of hitch-hiking in that traffic jam, experts though 
we all were in getting lifts from the atmy and the air force. 

I .saw Horrocks arrive in the main street and made a bee-line for 
him. Except for the crown and crossed swords on bis cap you would 
never have recognized this slight thin-faced man as the controller of 
the huge machine that was fighting around us. Lilce every really able 
general in the British Army, he had time to talk and patience to ex- 
plain. I believe that he had genius that day. You can never attribute 
.success in battle to any one man or any group of men. It is the 
system aud training of an army tW takes it forward, not the general, 
since not one per eehl, of the army ever sees or hears from its general. 
onCe the action is joiq^d. , But this general at this moment was the 
ultimate and essential cov in the machine,' the P'overnor from which 
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llie uiachiue look its rhythm aucl its pace. Aucl what was important to 
ns, he had more information than anyone else. 

I believe he had genius becanse he not only planiietl this thrust 
and sent it in, but he now made it clear that he understood the .signi- 
ficance of what he had done. 

“We have captured the headquarters of the Hermann Goeriug 
division and eighty staff ofiicers, though the geueial got away," he 
said. “We have penetrated right through the enemy line. It is simply 
the blitz method confined to a narrow space that has paid its here. 
The Germans along our line of a Ivance w'ere paralysed by s'esterday’s 
shelling and bombing, and they have been overrun by the tanks before 
they' CvUild recover. Speed was the thing. There was one moment 
last night when they could have held us by counter-attacking at Frendj, 
but we broke through again befoie they could muster. They might 
have erected gnu positions in these lulls if they had had a little more 
time. We have captured a great number of eighty-eights and vehicles. 
The prisoners are demoralized. His the blitz. After the shelling and 
bombing the first thing they saw was hordes of Churchill and Sherman 
tanks coming over the horizon and they gave in.” 

He added unemotionally, “The Eleventh Hussars signalled me at 
2.25 p.m, that they were on the outskirts of Tunis. I have given them 
as Ihc-ir objective for the day Tunis Cential Railway Station. They 
may be there now. The Derbyshire Yeomanry are also in the suburbs.” 

This was electric news. Could we go in ? 

“l don’t see why you shouldn’t try," Horrocks said. “But don’t 
blame me if anything happens.” 

We hurried into the vehicles. Ten miles to go. We were stand- 
ing in the cars now, poking our heads through the open roofs and 
terribly anxious not to miss anything. This moment had been a long 
time coming. 

Presently on the wet and winding road we fell in with a group of 
armoured cars recounoilring the road. That was good; our own cars 
could not even slop a rifle bullet. They were travelling fast and we 
went with them, each vehicle spaced about fifty yards away from its 
neighbours. I counted the kilometre stones. Only eight miles jiow. 
It was gentle country, almost market-gardening country. The Arabs 
stated out of their huts without comprehending. The smoke ahead got 
heavier and heavier, • (• , . 

At Kilometre 9 all Tunis broke into view— the wide hay, flanked 
by mountains, the spreading town, one of the largest in Africa, not 
much harmed by bombs, but smoking now with a scpreoHarge fireS., 
We stood poised on the summit for a moment before we dipped ddwu' 
into the suWbs. I remember thinking over and over ag&itt as I stood 
in the rain, ‘'Tunis has fallen." ' That simple thought seemdd to' be 
quite enough in itself, as complete as a curtain falling, on a play, and if 
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one had any sense of Irimnph, E do iiotreiiieuibeT it. I can recall only 
a sense of relief and sratitiicle. 

Someone, the retreating Germans probably, had piled brushwood 
round a bungalow and it was burning brightly. In all directions there 
were fires and occasional explosions. Clearly the enemy was destroy- 
ing his dumps before he got away. More and more houses appeared. 
The crew ot a tank had pulled into a piece of waste laud and the crew 
were bailing a pot for tea with a ring of carious Arabs s;pratting 
around them. 

In the Avenue de Bardo tiicre were more vehicles, armoured cars 
mostly, that had arrived before us, and as we rani to the head of the 
line 1 saw, without any surprise, Geoffrey Keating driving a jeep. I 
wondered then how 1 ever doubted that be would arrive. 

Looking around, I saw I was again among the Desert Rats. The 
Red Jerboa in the red circle was painted on the battered mudguards, 
the most famous symbol in the whole Desert War. And the men in the 
vehicles were the Eleventh Hussars, the reconnaissance unit that had 
led the Eighth Army across tlue desert since Wavell’s time. With them 
were the Derbyshire Yeomanry, the men who had led the Eirst Army 
through all the hard fighting in Tunisia, and they carried the symbol 
of the mailed fist. 

It is useless and stupid to argue which of these units was the best 
or debate who got into Tunis first. They arrived together. They were 
the representatives of the two most famous British divisions, the 
Sixth and the Seventh Armoured. They were both magnificent reconnoi- 
tring units. It was almost poetic that the Hnssars and the Yeomanry 
should have come up to Tunis together. For those who bad been in 
Africa from the beginning, there was something else, an in- 
comnmiiicable thing. It wa.s heyoad excitement or the immediate 
sense of triumph. Some of the men there were only by cbance alive. 
They had fought so often, taken so many risks, seen so many of their 
friends die in the desert. Tney knew almost too well what it was to 
have hope and lose it, to hang on blindly and then to recover hope 
again. And so this was a moment of extraordinary emotional fullness 
and it was a thing of deep pride to see the men from the hills and the 
men from the desert come into Tunis together. 

The vehicles had pulled up and at the head of the line a British 
oflScer stopped us, “No farther,” be said, "There are German snipers 
down the street. Wait until they are cleared up." We waited in the 
rain, but no firing sounded and one or two of the armoured cars moved 
on again, lu his excitement my driver tried to get ahead of the armoured 
cars, but I held him back, as we were already third in line aud the only 
unartnoured vehicle ou the spot except for Keating’s jeep. We waited 
until two tanks and a Bren-gun carrier had gone ahead and then we 
followed. 

Quite suddenly the Avenue de Bardo sprang to life. Crowds of 
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French people rnsbecl into the street and they were beside themselves 
in Uysteiical delight. Some iiisUed directly at ns, fliujdnu iheinsv-lves 
oil the inuuiut'-huatds. A giil threw liei a, ms round u'3' silver’s neck. 
An old man uwr a packet oi cif*areites Ironi his pocket and Anna them 
lip at us. S' nienne else blandish, d a buttle (>I wine. All th'j woiut n 
had fliiw^'S teat they ha 1 hastilj' placke.l up licm tl.eir f,ar lens. A 
rluiiip (II lo.scs hit me lull on the nintilh and u"'ie were iloweis all 
ovei the hiiuuet ol the car. Cveryoiie was se!',.aii!iu:t auM sho'.iiiiL, and 
}>citin'4 in the way ol the vehicks, in l earing wheihei le, i- were run 
over or 111)1. A young Fienchimii, his fac-‘ woiliiug wini excitement, 
hoisted lihnselt on to the roof oi oni cai with a Sten gnn in ills hand. 
He scieameil that he was an es''dpe.l pris'ii-ei aun so inti ing else in 
French 1 did not catch, hut I pushed him ufi, not sure uheilier he was 
liietid or eueinj'. Tlnrewcie German.s walking about all over the 
place. They stood gaping ou the pavements, standing in groups, just 
Staring, thei rifles slung over lueir shoulders. A Bren-gnn catrier 
shot past us and it was tail of Germans whom the Tommies had picked 
up, and ill theii excitement the crowd imagined that these Germans in 
the British vehicle were Biitish and so they tlsrew llowers at them. 
The Germans caught the flowers, and thej' sat there stiCls’ in the 
Bren-gun car rkr, each man with a little posy chttched in his hand. 

The double doois of a big red building ou the right-hand side of 
the stieet burst open and at fiist 1 could uot understaiui — the men 
who ran out, scores, Iruudreds of them, were Biitish, in flat steel 
helmets and British battle-dross. Then it came to me — they were 
prisoners whom we had rescued. The}' stood in an triulccided group 
lor a moment ou the side-walk in the raiu, filling their es^es with the 
sight of us. Tlre-n thej' cheered. Some of them had no heart to speak 
and simply looked. One man, bearded up to his ej'es, cried quietly. 
The others yelled hoarsely. Suddenly the whole mass of meu were 
swept with a torrent of emotional relief and wild joj’. They yelled 
and yelled. 

Handing out cigarettes, we caught their sloiy in broken phrases. 
“Foui hundred of them, all officers and N. C. O. s , . . due to sail for 
Italy to-day. Another big batch of them bad sailed yesterday.” 

There was an Italian lying iu blood at the doorway aud I asked 
about him. A Majoi answered. “He and another Italian were on guard 
over us. An hour ago a German armoured car went down this street 
aud they put a burst of machine-gun bullets through the door, hoping 
to hit us. They didn’t care about the Italian sentries aud they bit this 
one in the head. He's dying. His friend went crajiy. He rushed off 
down the street shootiug any Gernmn he could sje, aud I think they 
killed him.” 

We drove on again. On our left there was a tall and ancient stone 
viadrret and piles of amirrunilion were burning atthe base of the ptllftts. 
A railway line ran beside the road. On our right there was a fonr- 
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slfirhil r. 'll building', a hivweiy. We wore just k-vt;! wit;; iliis when 
llie shooting started. 

1 1 started with a stream of tracer bullets, about shoulder high, skid- 
ding across llie load between iny vehicle and the anuoured ear in 
tri'sil. We stopped and juinped for the gutters. The crowd melted 
trom the street, the elieetiug died away with a sort of straiigled sigh. 
Aft-;-!' the first burst Vhc-re came another and another, atul soon there 
ninst have heeii half a diren machine-guns liring at very close range. 
Tile trouble was that one had at fir.st no notion of where it was coming 
from. This 'was my first experience of street fighting, but I felt iii- 
.stinctivels' I wanted to get up against the wall. There were five of us 
in OUT car, Austin, Bucklej', the driv'er and Sidney Bernstein, none of 
ns with arms, and we groped our way along one of the side walls of 
the bri=iW'ery. 

The shooting now was continuous. Three lads suddenly jumped 
out of the nearest armoured car with a Bren gun. They clashed across 
the road, flung themselves down on the railway line, set nt) the gun 
and begau firing. The Germans from the Bren-gun carrier had also 
jninperl into the ditch be, side the railway and they lay there on 
iheir hacks, each man still holding his posy. 

Ivi'»okiug up, I saw a line of bullets slapping against the brew'ery 
wall above us. As each hullet hit it sent out a little yellow flame 
and a spray of plaster came down on top of ns. At the same 
moment my driver pointed itp. Directly above us two German snipers 
were shooting out of the brewery, ajid w-e could see the barrels of 
their guns sticking out ol a second-storey window. As yet the Germans 
had lint seen us. Since at any moment they might look down, we 
crawled back to the main street. Keeping pressed against the wall, 
we edged our way from doorway to doorway until we reached the 
building where the British prisoners were kept. It was raining very 
heavils*. There was now a second wounded mau on the wooden floor. 
All this time the engine of our stationary car was running and the wind- 
screen w’ipers were swishing to and fro. The bullets kept screaming 
past and above and below the car. It was in a very isolated position 
and directly in the path of the shooting. 

After ten minutes or so the firing eased off. The lank had let fly 
with a couple of heavy shells and that bad sobered up the snipers. 
We began to edge back to the brewery, hoping to get our car out 
before it caught fire from the tracers. 

A Get'inan with blood pouring down his leg popped otrt of a door- 
way in front of me and surrendered. We waved him back toward tlie 
British prisoners. Two more Germans came out of a house with their 
hands up, but we were intent pn getting to the car and took no notice. 
At this corner of the brewery two sergeants, one .American and the 
other British, who were staff photographers, ran across the open 
road to their vehicle, grabbed their tommy-guns and began firing. T,hey 
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were enjojMiig the whole thing with a gusto that seemed madness 
at first. Yet I could understand it a little. This street fighting had a 
kind of Red Indian rjuality about it. Yon felt yon were right up against 
the enemy and able to deal with him directly, yonr nimbleness and 
marksmanship against his. The American was coolly picking his 
targets and taking careful aim. The young frenchman with the Sten 
gnu turned up, and I realized now that he had been warning us about 
these snipers in the first place. He led the two sergeants into the 
brewery, kicking the door open with his foot and shooting from the 
hip. Thej’- sent a preliiiiinary volley through the aperture. Presently 
the three of them came out with the two snipers who had been shooting 
above our heads. Thej' had wounded one. 

The sergeants then offered to cover ns while we ran for our car. 
My driver was quick. He wliizzed it backwards ni> the street, and we 
ran to tlie point a quarter of a mile back where the rest of the Britisli 
column was waiting. 

Clifford had been having a busy time at the cross-roads. He had 
stopped one car with two German officers in it. They had pointed to 
the red crosses on their arms, but Clifford foriiul the vehicle full of 
arms and he lugged them out. At the same time two snipers had run 
across to the house on the corner. A Tommy with a neat burst killed 
them as they ran. Mad things were going on. Two Italian officers 
matched up and demanded, in the midst of this confusion, that they 
should be provided with transport to return to their barracks, where 
they had left their waterproof coats. 

Meanwhile another patrol of armoured cars had taken the right 
fork, the' Rue de Londres, down to tlie centre of the town. They took 
the city entirely unawares. Hundreds of Germans were walking in 
the streets, some with their girl friends. Hundreds more were sitting 
drinking aperitifs in a big pavement cafe. No one had warned tliera 
the British were near. The attack had gone so quickly that here in the 
town there had been no indication that the Axis line was broken. Now, 
suddenly, like a vision from the sky, appeared these three British 
armoured cars. The Germans rose from their seats and stared. The 
Tommies stared back. , There was not much they could do. Three 
armotired cars could not handle all these prisoners. In the hair- 
dressing saloon next door more Germans struggled out of the chairs 
and, with white sheets round their necks and lather on their faces, 
stood gaping. 

The three armotired cars turned back for reinforcements. 

lu this mad way Tunis fell jthat night. Here and there a German 
with desperate courage emptied his gun down on the streets and ; 
hurled' a grenade or two. But for the most part these base troops 
in Tunis were taken entirely ofl their guard and there were thousands 
of them. All pight there was hopeless confusion' in the dark, peafp^nS 
and British uranderinv abopt,, together, Italians scrambling into 
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civilian clotlics and laidiig rvfnge in the oellais, saboteurs slatt- 
ing new tires and igniting more dninps, men putting out to sea in 
rowing-boats, rdlieis grabbing bicj’cles and carts and making up the 
roads to Catic Bon, and others again, bewildered and afraid, simply 
marching along until they could fiud someone to whom tliey could 
surreiicler. All night the tires burned, and they were still going in the 
mrirniiig when the British iiiian try began to floo.1 into the town in force. 

An extraordinary scene of havoc and confusion was revealed by 
the inoniiiig light. The town itself was pretls’ well uuseathed, but the 
waterfront iiad been savaged by bomb-fire out of all recognition. Six- 
storey bnildings had collapsed like pancakes. For days hardly a man 
had dared to approach the docks. The port of La Gonletle outside 
lire town, near the site of ancient Carthage, was eveu worse. Ships or 
parts of ships were blown out of the sea and flung upon the bulks of 
tlieir sister ships. The stone wharves were split up and pocked with 
iuitnense craters. 

At the two airfields scores of smashed German planes were lying 
about in tbe soaking rain — Messerschmitts, Dorniers, Macchis, Focke- 
Wulfs, Junkers, Stukas and comuiunication niachines of every possible 
sort. 

My party had not stayed to explore these things. We had entered 
the city at fifteen minutes fo three on May 7th. The street fighting had 
held us up until nearly dark, and then, through the evening, we made 
that endless tedious drive back to Thibar to send our messages. We 
were so tired we scarcely glanced up when a Spitfire crashed close 
hy us at MedjesJ-el-Bab. On the way we. heard that the Auiericatis had 
reached Bizerta. It was just six months since the landing in North 
Africa, just on three years since the African war had begun. 

I 


19 

Bizerta 


“CS Y May 8tU the front was falling to bits in every direction. Kveh at 
. Alexander’s headquarters they did not yet know the overwhelm- 
ing nature of the break-through. The Allied army had stniplj^ picked 
itself up like a colossal tidal wave, aud now the wave had burst 
.uncontrollably over that last corner of Axis Africa. No force on 
earth could have checked its onward course at that moment. The 
Axis defence was pricked to its heart, and now from every direction an 
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migovernable flood of tneu and weapons was spilling up the valleys and 
the moniilain roads. 

Like everyone else we were swept into it that morning. We fondly 
imagined we could drive back into Tunis and then turn northward up 
the coast road and enter Bizerla. An hour alter leaving Thibar we dis- 
illusioned ourselve.s. There was a sixty-mile traffic jam, Thi.s was u 
traffic jam to end all traffic jams, a solid mass of vehicles blockiirg 
every side-track. At Medjez-el-Bab there were only two makeshift 
bridges, and the procession was practically stationary for twenty miles 
on either side of the bottleneck. Neither persuasion nor cunning 
could get us through, and we turned up the northerly road hojiing wc 
could open up a new way across country. If Tebonrba had fallen, 
then we knew we might get through. Tebonrba had fallen all right, but 
the enemy were still around it. We exchauged a few words with 
the men who had taken the town and then doubled back on our 
tracks to Beja. Somehow we felt we had 1o see the fall of Bizerta. 
Tunis had been a great triumph and we were greedy for more. By 
some miracle the back roads were clear. Three hours’ headlong driv- 
ing brought us to Mateur. No firing ahead. We ran straigiit into 
Ferryville. The people there were cheering and waving madly, but 
still we could not be sure whether Bizerta had fallen or not. It looked 
quiet enough across the lake. We doubled round behind the aiipjort 
and ran through groves of olive trees where thousands of casks of 
German oil were lying. We were almost into the town before we heard 
shellfire — shellfire coming toward us. We were rather childishly 
pleased that we had arrived in time to sec the end. 

It was an odd situation. An American • patrol had entered the 
town the previous day about the same lime as Tunis fdl, bnl they had 
come out again in the night.' Now, ten hours later, Germans were still 
fighting in Che streets and it was a moot point as to whether the place 
had fallen or not. The thing was additionally complicated by the fact 
that more German tanks and guuners were barely a quarter of a mile 
away across the narrow channel that runs into Bizerta lake. They had a 
clear view up all the north arid south streets running through the town, 
and anyone who crossed those lines of fire was in for trouble. Early 
in the morning of May 8lh eighteen gnus of the Thirty-Ninth Briiish 
Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment had' made a dash throirgh the enemy 
shells and reached the town where the guns were turned upon the 
snipers. At the same time about two huudred French colonial troops 
crept through the suburbs and got to work with the bayonet. 

A company of Doughboys, moving in single file, was now going to 
have another shot at cleaning up the situalion. We parked tjbe car 
and went along with' them. ■ , : 

For the first few Uttridred yard,s iriside the qiiy wall it was all plain 
sailippf, and, there , was ■ leisure to look around "as we went forward. 



566 


M'lilCAN TKlI.OGi 


keeping close to the walls. What a diSerence there was here. Tnnis 
was alive ; this was dead. No town that 1 had seen in the war had ever 
been knocked tlat, but Bizeita was the neatest thing to it. The very 
earth had been churned up and broken into dust by high explosive. 
Tunis was marred at the edges; this was ravaged throughout. I looked 
at house after house as we walked by, and nothing had escaped. Some 
buildings were Urrned upside down. The roofs had fallen to the floors 
and the floors had been blasted up against the walls. Fire had done 
the rest. The Palace, the Bank, the Administration Centre — they were 
all holed with direct hits, and it looked as though some giant claw had 
scraped away thefajades of lliebni! dings. The church steeple still stood. 
And in the steeple a little grotip of Germans were sitting around a 
machine-gun. Down below that thes' had another gun, a fnll-sized 
anti-tank gnu poking through the grating ot a cellar. There were other 
snipers about. 

A Sherman tank lunged down the street of the church and came back 
with its nose chipped. Every time a Doughboy shoved his head round 
the corner a Imllet flicked by. A Frenchman blithely wished to guide 
us in a jeep to the upper reaches of the town. We followed until there 
was another bitrst of machine-gunning, and it was borne in upon us 
that the snipers were letting the Frenchman go by on his bicycle and 
holding their are until we got conveniently close. Our day in Tunis 
had given me a lively distaste for street fighting, and we crawled back 
to the Doughboys. They were working very neatly and smoothly, 
creeping up on the houses and flinging their hand-grenades froui the 
cover of the doorwaj-s. Already they had silenced two snipers and 
the church steeple was cleaned out. Across the river we could see 
the enemy tanks pulling into a wood and taking the track southward 
m the wake of the rest of the Axis army. Well, they would not get 
far. At that we reckoned Bizerta had fallen and was in American hands. 
The lovelj' port and its docks had paid the heaviest price that is pos- 
sible in war. Had the Romans come again with their firebrands and 
ploughed salt into the ground, they could scarcely have done more 
damage. Bizerta rvas destroyed. Its inhabitants had fled, and not until 
long after tliis war will they be able to repair the damage that was 
done in a few hours of hellishly precise bombiug from the sky. 

Again we drove back to Thibar in almost a coma of weariness, for 
we had been on the road almost continuously for forty-eight hours. 
We were forced to a long detour in the darkness, because an ammuni- 
tion lorry bad caught fire on the main road and it was again long after 
midnight before we had our messages done. 

Tunis, when w.e got back to it on May 9th, had given itself up to 
song and dance. The town’s population had been doubled by refugees, 
and to these was added noy,f a horde of exultant soldiery. The men 
who hfd been in the desert or in the mbuntoin*? for month*? on end 
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stared with amazement at the riot of hilarits’' raging along every 
street, and then joined in Iheinselves. The French soldiers who came 
in were nearly smothered with kisses. Staid old' French dowagers 
leaned over the balconies and screamed "Vive de Gaulle" — thej- had 
not yet heard about General Giraud, and our propaganda units were 
busy plastering the town with coloured posters sliriwing Giraud’s 
features. The V sign, enclosing the Fighting French Cross ot Lorraine, 
was being chalked up everywhere, and it was with some difficult 5 ' that 
one explained that General de Gaulle was not, after all, the man wlso 
had libcjalsd them, but another general — Ghaud by name. He was 
just as good, one explained, and they would grow to like him. 
He.avens, how the politics of Algiers s<auk in this exuberant almns- 
pheie. It was especially embarrassing when some of General Le 
Clerc’s hard-bitten warriors came in after their three years’ light for de 
Gaulle in the desert. 

Bat no one was going very deeply into politics at this moment. 
The Germans were gone; that was the main thing. How the French of 
Tunis loathed the Germans. It was just one black wall of choking 
haired. Not that the Germans had been brutal, just arrogant aiui 
very siricl, I went into the local newspaper office and the French 
compositor showed me a copy of that week’s Oasis he bad been obliged 
to'print for the Afrika Korps. One of the headlines was "Fair play — 
Nein.” The compositor showed me a pile of auli-Briiisli ami aiiti- 
Auiericau ptiuliug blocks. With one superb gesture he swept 'iheni off 
the table and spat. 

There was a curfew at night and a car with a loud-speaker kept driv- 
ing througli tiie streets to enforce it. But up till eight the people were 
free to let themselves go — and they did. Tens of thousands swanueil 
across the main streets cheering every truck-load of soldiers that came in. 

Tunis still had lood and liquor of a sort and the troops made pretty 
free with it. 

One night 1 drove out to the headland where the village of isidi 
Bou Said is built, and after six years of travelling round the Mediter- 
rauean I would say that it is the most beautiful village on all tlie shores 
of that sea. The snow-white Arab houses are stepped up the cliffs iu 
a haphazard pyramid, and in this visiou of bougainvillea and orange 
groves aud terraced gardens the very wealthy people of France and 
Italy have built their holiday houses. The villas hang above that 
perfect bay aud, standing on the balconies, one feels suspended between 
the sea aud the sky and the mountains. The show-place is the palace 
built by the inter national banker d’Erlangpl A niche for this delicate 
and lovely house was carved out of tire cliffs above the Bey’s seaside 
residence. All the old arts of Atab carving in wood and marble, aind 
plaster were revived to decorate the interior; A coolihg stream plays 
along a channel through the reception rooms. '.The .books are bound 
iu the rarest leather. ' ',A waterfall of flowers aad' cypresaes and oriitige 
IrpB** f 11 « 'down to the 'sea. ' 
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In tlie midst of tliis cnlUired spleudoiir dwell La Baronue. She was 
living in a remole wing td the bouse wlieu I met her — just a bedroom 
and a sittiug-room. Like herself, the sitting-room was fragile and 
cbarming and in escelleiit taste. It was entirely feminine, and every- 
thing had been chosen nrith care, even the IJnglish books which had 
just been laid out. The. servant, in volttminous white trousers, a 
turban, a red sash and slippers that turned up to a point, brought us 
whisky and soda. 

"Thauk heavens I have some left,” the baroness said. Her Hnglish 
was faultless. “The Germans and the Italians drank all the cham- 
pagne. 1 had the pilot.s living here, jmu know. They were very 
correct, but there weic just a few things. . . . The peacocks, for in- 
stance. 1 bad ten lovely wbite peacocks, and one day I noticed there 
were only seven of them on the terrace. It turned out the Italians 
were killing and roasting them to eat. I had to ask them to stop.” 

Below us a Moorish lonulaiu, richly tiled, stood among the orange 
trees of liar private garden, a grotto in the palace. No bombs bad 
fallen here but, away below, the port of LaGoulette W'as an ugly mess. 
The baiouess used to watch the Allied aircraft sail iu and plant their 
bombs oil that festering mass of twisted steel. 

“But it was all so ciuick,” she said. “Only the da 3 ’ before yesterday 
the Germans were here and we had no sign at all that anything was 
wrong. My maid brought mj’ breakfast to me iu bed as she always 
does, and she said to me, ’The Germans are going.’ I said to her, 
‘Nonsense. What do yon mean? Why shottld thej’ go?’ The next 
thing she came running iu to say that the colonel himself had set off. 
I looked out of the w'iudow, and sure eivough they were throwing 
their belongings into the trucks ami driving off. In an hour or two 
none of them was left. I liad no notion of what was happening. And 
then, a few hmiis later, I looked out again — and there thei' were, the 
British Iroop^ It was almost too sudden to be believed. I have had 
such a lot of your generals coming iu to see me. They all seem to want 
to slay here.” 

I rested luxuriously in another villa a little higher up the hill that 
night. The bed, as I noted from the liooks and papers lying about, had 
been used as late as the Weduesday night by the officer in ciiarge of 
the peacock-eaiing pilots. Au Italian military telephone stood beside 
the bed. 

Back iu Tunis, one event came crowding on another. The ship 
that had set off for Italy with the cargo of British prisoners had taken 
one look at the British destroyers lying in w£ut outside the harbour 
and pul back into Tunis, its crew preferring imprisonment to death, 
its precious passengers safe. Ever 3 'where refugees from the Axis were 
coining out of the cellars and back rooms where they had been living 
for months — an English clergyman, leaders of the French Socialist 
parly, de Gaullists, Toanni'is who had escaped' and found shelter with 
friendly French people. 
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General Girancl arrived, and when he drove through the streets to 
the city monument in a tine cavalcade of Spahi horsemen the crowds 
gave him a good welcome. Already he was becoming well known, and 
it was clear the people would accept him since he stood for revenge on 
the Germans. 

Many hostile Ilalian.s were hidden in the ciLj-. A proclamation 
went up stating that all enemy soldiers in hiding were to give them- 
selves up by the following night. Oliierwise they would be shot. 

Outside the town the prisoners’ cages were filling up. ISToL since 
Wavell’s days had I seen such swarms of men. The compound on the 
Massicairlt road overflowed beyond its barbed wire and cactus hedges, 
and the Germans and Italians simply hung around the outskirts wait- 
ing to be taken in. A German baud, complete with its instruments, 
had arrived. The bandsmen stood in a square and played soothing 
Viennese Licder. There must have been live thousand prisoners in 
that camp and more were coming in at the rate of five hundred au 
hour. The prisoners were being issued with tins of bully beef, packets 
of biscuits and tins of fruit. Tiieie seemed to be plenty. Since neither 
I myself nor anyone in the army had been able to get nis hands on 
more than a spoonful of tinned fruit for the past few weeks, I found 
myself unreasonably annoyed with one German who was pouring away 
tlie juice in order to gel at the pears in his tin more easily. 

At that moment I had not yet begun to know the full story of the 
prisoners or I would not have been so excited. 

While all this peaceful sorting-out was going on in Tunis tremen- 
dous eveuts were happening outside the town. The Americans had 
broken clean through the mountains to the west and north of Medjerda 
Valley, and were mopping up prisoners in uncounted thousands. The 
Seventh Armoured Division wheeled northward from Tunis and pursu- 
ed its old enemy, the Fifteenth Panzer Division, up the coast road as 
far as Porto Farina, outside Bizerta. The Germans made one abortive 
attempt to escape by sea — bodies W'ere being washed ashore for days 
afterwards — and then surrendered. Those two divisions bad been 
fighting one another across the desert for years. 

The fighting Fiendi had come through Pont du Pahs in one epic 
rush and were counting their ■ prisoners by the truck-load. On the 
coast the skeleton Eighth Army was again locked in , a most bloody 
battle around Enfidaville. 

But all this did not account for the main bulk of von Arnitn’s 
forces. They were in a slate of disorder, but they were still intact. Iii a 
vast disorganized mob the majority of them had maiie for the Capo Bon 
' Peninsula, where arrangements for evacnation ought to have been 
made. Cape Bon was defensible. A stiff double line of hi, Us ran .across 
its base, and yon Arnim’s last coherent plan was to get as maiiy of , his 
men and weapons as possible behind those bill's before the British 
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arrived. There were only two feasible passes through the hills — one at 
Hauiman Idf, where the Bey had his palace, on the northern coast out- 
side Tunis, the other at the lovely tourist town of Hammaniet on the 
south coast at the base of Cape Bon. Von Artiim himself had retreated 
to the Zaghouan area and was fighting a hot rearguard action back 
toward Hamniamet. His northern armies meanwhile were slipping 
through the Hamuiati Lif gap in the north. 

This was the luouient when Alexander turned his decisive thrust 
on Tunis into a coup dc grAcc. It is lascinating to me now to loot 
back and see a guiding hand in all these vast movements. At the 
time, everything to me was pretty confused; indeed, travelling as I 
was with the onward sweep of the troops and being without general 
inloruiation from hour to hour, it was impossible to know what plan, if 
any', was being carried out. Ail I knew was that a major break- 
through had occurred and, willy-nilly, one followed the general advance 
wherever it went. 

It was not until a few days later, when General Anderson ex- 
plained to us personally what bad happened, that I realized what a 
masterpiece of design the break-through had been, and what enormous 
risks had been taken. lu our headlong thrust to Tunis we had lel't 
huge numbers of the enemy in pockets ou either side of us. It was 
an extremely narrow thrust, aud the major risk was that the enemy 
might close in behind us aud entirely surround the head of the British 
army. Fifty things might have gone wrong. As it turned out, the 
sheer depth aud swiftness of the thrust entirely disorganized von 
Arnim’s command. Von Arnim himself was put to flight. So were 
his corps aud divisional headquarters. The result was that the big 
pockets of fresh fighting troops on either side of the British break- 
through were without orders. They saw a great column of enemy 
vehicles aud tanks rushing past them, aud they simply deduced that 
the game was up. They headed at full steam for Cape Bou. 

Now, having lakeu this first major risk and got away with it, 
Alexander and Anderson decided to go one further. 

They decided to split the German army in two halves by occupy- 
ing the Hamman Tif-Hammauiet line across the base of Cape Bon 
Peninsula before von Arnim could. In that way one-half of the 
Germans would be bottled up in the Peninsula the other half would 
be isolated outside, and neither would even get a chance of getting to 
the boats. There was, of course, not an instant to lose, and already, 
before Tunis fell, the orders went out.to the Sixth Armoured Division: 
“You will break through the enemy position' at Hamman Lif and then, 
wheeling south between the hills, proceed to Hammamet.” Even on 
paper it seemed to be a fantastic thing to ask of any division. For 
one thing, it meant their tackling an enemy at least ten times numeri- 
cally stronger. Bat Alexander had the .Germans on the run and he 
meant to keett them tunuin" even if it cost him an entire 'division dr 



THJi tND IN AFRICA 


571 


more. Some of our finest infantry — the Guards — without waiting for 
daylight, set off into the unknown. The subsequent march of the Sixth 
Division must place it and its general in the very highest place in the 
military history of the war. 

Thes’’ arrived outside Hainmau Lif at nightfall, the evening after 
Tunis fell. The village straggles along the main road and the .seashore, 
and it is dominated by the Bey’s white palace on the road and a tall 
aparlineut house standing near the sea. There are half a dozen blocks 
of smaller buildings and the streets run at right angles. The Get mans 
had set tip about twenty eighty-eighl-milliinelre guns in a fiehl het-oinl 
the town. They liad also established snipers in evert’ one of the six 
storeys of the apartment house, and there were lighting trouiis in the 
village as well. It was an extremely strong defensive positiou since 
it had to be attacked frontally, after the surrounding heights were 
taken. 

The General waited until the moon had risen. Then lie placed 
tanks at the mouths of each of the village streets. The Guards infantry 
clambered up ou the outside of the tanks. Then the tanks charged. 
At each intersection infantrj' dropped off and went down tlie side-streets 
mopping up with the grenade, the bayonet and the lonimy-gun. Others 
continued to the apartment house and dealt with it in the same way . 
The tanks engaged the eighty-eights at short range and knocked 
them out. In that one epic moonlight charge the town was taken. 
Someone went into the Bey’s palace and apologized to the by'sterkal 
officials for the damage that was done, and the rest of the division 
swept ou. 

They broke clean through to Hammamet inside the next ten hours. 
They roared past German airfields, workshops, petrol and amrauiiitiou 
dumps and gun posilions. They’ did not stop to take prisoners — things 
had gone far beyond that. If a comet had rushed down that road, it 
could hardly have made a greater impression. The Germans now were 
entirely dazed. Wherever they looked, British tanks seemed to be 
hurtling past. Von Arnitu’s guns would be firing south only to find 
that the enemy had also appeared behind them— and over ou the left 
and ou the right. The German, generals gave up giving orders since 
they were completely out of touch and the people' to whom they could 
give orders were diminishing every hoirr. In what direction, anyway, 
were they to fight. Back toward Zaghouau? Toward Tunis? Under’ 
the German military training you had to have a plan. But there was no 
plan. Only the boats remained' — ^the evacuation boats which had been 
promised them. The boats that were to take them back to Italy . In a 
contagion of doubt and fear the German army turned ,tail and inade 
up the Cape Bou roads looking for the boats. When ou the beaches it 
became apparent to them , at last that there were no boats— nor .any 
aircraft either — ^the arihv became a rabble. The Italian Navy had not 
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dared to put to sea to save its men. The lyuftwaffe had been blown 
out of the sky. In other words, the Axis had cut its losses and the 
Afrlka Knrps was abandoned to its fate. 

On jVIay iOth I set off up the Peninsula through liaimuan Inf to 
see one of the most grotesque and awcsoiiie spectacles that can have 
occurred in this war — an entire OeTinau army laying down its arms.'* 



Cape Bon 

Ten kilometres outside Tunis we began to meet Germans and 

Italians coming toward us on the road; at Hammau Lif their 
vehicles had thickened to one every hundred yards; outside Soliinan 
it was one solid mass aud there was hardly a British soldier to be seen 
anywhere. 

All the Axis soldiers were driving. They drove iu ten-ton Diesel 
lorries, and by standing upright and close together, they had managed 
to jam about forty or fifty men into each vehicle. Many of the lorries 

* Mr. Kvulj'ti Moutngue, the oorruispoaileat of thit Manohcster Ouardian and 
Thx Times, leade a situdy o£ this battlu on the spot, niid he suuJ.i we this valuable 
awptificaiion : 

•■Aotually It tejok the Sixth Armquced JJivibiou all of thirty-six hours to hi'oaU 
through liauunau Lif and another thirty-six odd to get to ! I nminaiuet. This v’as the 
timu-tahle. On thy aft jrnoon of May 7th the Derbyshire Yeomanry were yanked out 
of Tunis Cwheru thuy had to aliamlou fire biuulred prisoners) and the whole of the Sixth 
Armoured niored toward Hautuian Lit end were held up ou the eiitskirt.4 iiy tnuks hull- 
down buliind the hre.akvvaters as welt .as by a miiiefield, aati-tauk guns aud heavier giuis 
oa the hills abeve the town I'ho armour therefore waited while the Welsh Ounids, the 
dlvUioaal artillery ai^d soino tanks attoekad the ovcrlookliig bills aud, after a struggle 
lasting all daj’, took them against mortar and innehlue-gun opposition. Meauw bile the 
Yoomaury gave the First Armourufl Uivishma hand to got through the Oretoville F.us, 
the next pass farther south. 

“At first light on May 9th the armour of the Sixth Armoured had another .sniff at 
Hammau Lif, but found the enemy bad reinioieed during the ulght. Meanwhile the 
Uaards held their hills seourely enough, but could not ad ranee eastward .along with 
tlicm without coming imdet heavy tire from higher ground, do Keightluy switched the 
entire divisional artiHery on to Hanuunn Llf, after which he sent in three squaflrons of 
the Lothisus. One sguailron could not penetrate the town at all; the olbn. two fought 
their way through it yard by yard, knooking out eaeh gun as they eama to it. 

, “The remainiuo: squadron of Iiotbians with infantry riding on the taukti was 
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towed a IraileT of the same siae and an equal iiuuiber of tiien were 
crowded iuto tlie trailer. 

For ei^iity miles this procession was cawliiig slowly aloiii^ the 
roads of Cape Bon Peninsula toward t!ie British lines. Most ot the 
German officers were travelling in blunt-nosed little staff car.s adapted 
Ironi the Volkswagen. Others had ordinary touring cars and salo.ons 
and there was a good sprinkling of coininaiid vehicles. The Ila'mn 
DiJicers were in Toppoliun Fiats and Laucias. Some of the trucks were 
very old and much battered by desert wear. They staggered along 
under their unusual burdens, emiifing great jets of acrid brown smoke. 
In the smaller cars the officers had piled up their bedding and any 
chance thing they had laid their hands on at the last moinent — extra 
gallons of petrol, packets of cigarettes, a favourite foldiug-chair, a violin, 
a basket of oianges, a suitcase full of civilian clothing. There were 
many motor-cj*cles and side-cars. 

When a vehicle broke down, its passengers went along the line 
begging lifts, and when they wore all absorbed in the overcrowded 
lorries the procession went on again. The soldiers still wore their in- 
signia, showing that they were sailors or soldiers or airmen, but they 
had thrown away their weapons and their steel helmets. 

No one was in charge of this horde, not even the Axis ofiicers. No 
one had accepted its surrender. It was a .spontaneous and natural se- 
(juence of the Allied victory, a result no one conldhave foreseen, but still 
a natural result. The Axis mob had. retreated to the tip ot the Peuinsitla 
and found itself unable to gel away. They were trapped. They had 

then put in tu oleur a way for thu armoac, tho infantry jumping off .at uauli conier tu 
ulu.ar garrisons from bouses. This was t<io much for tlie liocbes, wbo began to retire 
about mul-alturuoon, and the tost of our armour went tbruugh apparently unmolested, 
while the U-uaidsnloaiod the high ground, 

'•By dusk on this day (May Sth) tUa armour was throe miles short of Soliman, 
but on May loth tliay took three hours to fight their way iuto its outskirts against 
tanks and eighty-eights well dug in. 

"Tlioy had less trouble with (j-rumbatio, .aud late this afternoon (May 10th) a light 
group of tanks .and armeured cars wo.at through Qrombalia with oitleis to push on day 
and night to o jcnpy the road juuntiou throe miles west of flammamet whluh would 
oompletuly cnb off O.ape Bon from the malnlnad. 'ITiey got within five miles of the road 
jtnwtion that night, and next ilny reached it and prossetl on toward Bon I’lcba, which 
they reachud itiia oruroomlng heavy .opposition three miles north of it. During this 
day tbo Sixth Armoured's fire was ob-served auil corrected by the Kightb Army. 

“On May 12th the division odvaucad south frouj Bou Pioha .meeting heavy firs at 
first, which died down soon after juhlday, and mass snrronders began, ciilmmating in the 
jaufliion of, the First aa.l Bighijh Armies at 5.16 p.m. and the surrender o,f vonSponeck, 
this otimmander of the .Oorman 9!lth Td''ht Division, at S.30 p.m.” 
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uo orders. The £iieJ3' balauced Welanuaclit S3'steiii, the careful 
stepping down of respoiisibilil3' from corps to division and from 
colonel to regiment, from N. C. 0 . to soldier, had disintegrated into a 
tlionsaud pieces. 

B3’ a natural instinct the men sought the preservation of the last 
thing left I0 them — their own lives. In the absence of orders they 
ober-ed their instincts. Tbc3' clambered into their vehicles and drove 
1>acic toward their couLiuerois to surrender. The tide in which they 
had flooded, like some driven herd of cattle, up to the beaches of Cape 
Bon now began to ebb back toward Tunis. 

, A gap — a military vaenttm — had been left on the roads by the Sixth 
Division in its dramatic break-through to Hamniamet. The returning 
Germans and Italians now filled that gap, and there were no British 
troops to lake them in charge. Throughout this das' my party was 
outnumbered on the roads bj' about oue thousand to one by Axis 
troops. None made the slightest attempt to molest us. They shouted 
instead, ‘"Who do we surrender, to? To you?” We were willing to 
accept an^'Que’s surrender but there was nothing that we — four 
people — could do about it. Like the rest of the British troops scattered 
here and there along the roads, we simply waved the prisoners on and 
they kept going. I am making uo attempt here to wiite of the astonish- 
ment and iiicredixlity with which we saw this mass of beaten men flow 
by all through hlay lOtli, the 11 th and the 12 th, and even for days nfter 
that. I want only to explain how it looked and w’hy they surrendered. 
The prisoners I saw — and I supi 30 se I passed thirty thousand on this 
first day, mostly Germans — were not exhausted; the>’ were not hnngrs’- 
or .shell-shocked or wounded; they were not frightened. I saw their 
dumps under the trees from Solinmn to Grombalia and away up the 
Peninsula, and the weapons they had tlirown a.'wa.y — they had amuiiini- 
lion and food and water; they had enoitgh weapons and supplies to 
make a series of isolated stands in the niountdns for weeks had tbej" 
chosen to do so. 

But they did not choose because they had lost the power of making 
military decisions. Pro-m the moment of our break-through on May 
6lh orders had stopped flowing ihrotigh the German machine. It was 
like a motor-car engine running out oi petrol. The machine was still 
there all right, but there was no one to put it into motion again. The 
orders were not given because von Aruiin and all his senior generals 
were forced to strike camp and flee at the most critical stages of the 
battle. There is nothing new about this. Precisely the same thing 
happened at Tobrnk. Rommel made a swift, narrow and deep pene- 
tration of Tobruk perimeter, and the South African General in command 
of the British garrison, General Ellopper, was obliged to keep moving 
his headguarters, during the vital stages of the battle. During that time 
he' received no information and was unable to give orders. In the 
absence of any battle plan, La their complete ignorance of what was 
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liappciiiug and because they diil uo! know wiiei! t'j fire or in wlial 
direction, the Tobruk garrison was mopped up piecemeal by the 
GerinaiivS and surrendered in one day. 

That is precisely what happened to von Arnini. Jn each case the 
general and the troops were oppressed by the fact that they had their 
blacks to the sea and that they were trapped with.out the chance oi 
escape or reinforcement. In each case the bulk of the clefending troops 
had come recently and hurriedly into their new positions, and at a time 
when the euenij’ was victorious everywhere else. Each position was 
designed to act as a bitlwark in a rout, a peg to halt the retreat. Both 
at Tobrnk aud iu Cape Bon the defenders were never given time to 
man their defences, to settle into the trenches, to acclimatise them- 
selves and get the habit of resistance. 

With very few exceptions this war seems to have demonstrated 
that armies are brittle things. Crack them smartly at the outset and 
lliey fly to bits. The knock-out finishes the fight before the opponent 
has time fo settle into his defences: thus France; thus Noi way; thus 
the Tow Countries; thus Singapore — but not thus in Russia and not 
thus in Rommel’s retreat across the desert, and the difference here 
was this — the retreating armies had somewhere to retreat to. Behind 
Singapore and behind Cape Bon was only the sea. At neither place 
could the defenders play the old game of stretching out the enemy’s 
lines of eommnnication to the point where the enemy was starved and 
exhausted, a prey to the tactic of throvring in strategic reserves. The 
Getuians had played that game once in Tunisia in the very beginning 
aud got away with it. But now they could retreat no more. 

There were a dozen other factors in the Tunisian victory, like our 
dominance of the air and sea, but this question of the breakdown of 
the German system seems to be the governing, one. 

It appeared to me as I travelled among the prisoners, especialls' 
the Germans, that they lacked the power of individual thought and 
action. They had been trained as a team, for years the best fighting 
team in the world. They had never been trained to fight in small 
groups or by themselves. They were seldom forced to make adapta- 
tions and make-shifts on the spur'of the moment, because they were 
usually on the winning side aud their almost perfect supply machine 
had placed the finest weapons in their hands. The German Army 
organization had been a miracle of precision in every phase of the 
African war. The fighting men always got their ammunition and their 
fooii. It used to come by air while we were still using carts. They 
even got their mail twice a week from home. And so they leaned 
heavily on the machine, aud trusted it. They never tried out the odd 
exciting things that we, did — things like the ,I,otig , Range Desert Group. 
They were never much good at guerrilla fighting 6t patrolling at night. . 
They liked to dt>" things eft 
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T do uot want to sniJi'ort that old and easy saying that once the 
Geriiiaiis crack Ihey go to pieces. Rommel has shown for all lime 
that the Germans will go on fighting against impossible odds and take 
impossible risks so long as they are well controlled and officered. 
Most of the story of the African war sliow.s that the Gcrmins don’t 
crack. They were split up at Alanieiu and they managed to regroup. 

I simply slate that lire Germans were uot trained to band them- 
selves into small aulonoinons groups, whereas o£t;n out own troops 
and the Americans will do so. The Brili.sh battle schools forced men 
to take independent action in a cri.sis. The Gennans apparently had 
either not had that training or did not like it. At any rate, in 
Tunisia, when the orders stopped coming, great doubts took hold of the 
German nimd and tlieir discipline collapsed. Especially in war it is 
the nnkuown that men fear more than anr^thing. As a lonely sentry 
will imagine a thousand terrors in the night, so an army will flounder 
uncertainly and weakly so long as it is in donbt about the position and 
strength of the enem3^ That is why eyerj' battle is preceded with a 
long period which is called “trjung out the enemy." Big operations are 
laid on with the sole object of gelling the enemy to demonstrate his 
strength and the nature of his weapons. All through this battle we had 
aircraft and tanks ranging back and fortli to tempt the enemi’’ to shoot 
so that we would know how mauj* guns he had in a certain spot and 
where they were placed. From May dtli onwards the Germans were 
for ever in doubt, and doubt created despair. 

I stress the Germaas in all this. The Italians at the end showed 
much more initiative. Indeed, the young Fascists were indignant at 
Several places when their German companions gave up. A few of the 
Italiaus at least wauted to fight it out, guerrilla fashion, to the death. 

However, the Gennans prevailed because of their greater numbers, 
and so for the next two or three days we came on an endless sncces- 
sion of these amazing scenes along the road. At Grombalia the Axis 
troops were pouring in from the side-roads and grouping themselves in 
a cactus field, outade the village. There were, I suppose, thirty 
British guards for about five thousand prisoners. No one had beeii able 
to get word Ihrougli to a battery of Italian gunners on the heiglits 
above that the game was up. They kept firing first in this direction, 
then in that, and you could almost feel the gunners saying to them- 
selves. “Well, what are we firing at anyway?" 

In the orchards beside the road the enemy encampments were lying 
jnst as they left them — vehicles and tanks dispersed round in a circle, 
motor-cycles lying on the ditches, signals vans standing under camou- 
flage nets and the telephones still working. In their blitz through the 
Sixth had knocked out an odd truck here and a tank there, and these 
still smouldered beside the track. An ainmttmtion dump had blown 
up and the sparks had set a haystack alight. At Rebka, hear td the 
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southern coast, we found the vanguard of the Sixth at last. They 
were entirely surrounded by prisoners, and more coming in every 
minute. A handful of harassed tank men were forming them into a 
crocodile that wound slowly away to the north foi a mile or two. "God 
knows where they are supposed to go," a British sergeant said to me. 
'T just put ’em on the road and tell ’em to keep going.’’ 

There was shooting still along the coast to the south-west of Ham- 
mamet, and we joined a sciuadron of Shermans that was streaming oS 
in that direction. In the dislancea long dark cohimu of enemy vehicles 
was approaching. The British artillery spotter had just decided on 
the range and was about to open Kre. With his glasses to his eyes he 
was opening his month to give the order when he suddenly snapped, 
“God damn it. They’ve seen us and they’re hanging out white flags. 
Cease fire. Try and get someone to round them up.’’ 

We turned back and ran into Hammaniet, which is more like a 
landscape painting in water-colours than something in real life. Flower- 
ing shrubs and laden fruit trees hung over the winding lanes. By the 
tiny beach and the old fort the white villas cluster together in their 
walled gardens, and the sea was shining, transparent blue. Just a 
few hours before we drove in, a violent argument had raged among the 
German soldiers in the garrison. Some were for surrendering, others 
for fighting, others for getting away in a fishing smack. 

“it was terrible, that dispute," the hotel-keeper said. "In the end 
they all crowded aboard the boat. They just got round that corner an 
hour ago.” The boat was lucky il it got more tlian ten miles. By this 
lime the British Navy had pirt a complete blockade across the Sicilian 
Narrows. Allied aircraft were passing back aud forlh every half-hour. 
Both the Navj’’ and the Air Force were feeling a little baulked that the 
Geruiaus had not at least made one decent attempt to put to sea, and 
that fishing smack would be a welcome sight for a pilot. 

Nabeul, the next port, was to have been the major embarkation 
port, but the town was empty when we drove through. Always we 
kept passing Germans and Italians. At Korba a group of German and 
Italian specialists and vital experts had been promised air transporta- 
tion. They vaere still waiting on the airfield when the British arrived — 
along with five or six thousand other prisoners. 

Clifford and I were keen to do a little looting, a sport at which we 
had become adept in the desert . We knew we would have to give the 
things up to the British military police, but still it was great sport to 
wander about picking itp radio sets, cameras, binoculars and type- 
writers, Everything you saw was yours. If there is such a thing as 
Reeling you lare a millionaire for a day, then this is it. On this day we 
wanted cars. “Take your pick," said a British officer who was battling 
with a disordered mob of prisoners, “Turn out any paasengprs yon 
like.” We did indeed need one car, so we selected a Fiat, The iTtahaa 
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officer at once scrambled out with his belongings and we drove off. 
The Fiat w'as not much of a success. It blew up after a bit, and then 
we went hunting for Volkswagens. There were dozens lying about, 
wonderful little cars with the engine in the back, and they were pleasant 
to drive. The ignition keys w'ere missing from most of the Volks- 
wagens, but in the end we got one going and that was the Volkswagen 
in which we eventually drove six hundred miles through the mountains 
from Cape Bon back to Algiers. 

Beyond Korba was fCelibia, the most distant of the abortive enemy 
evacuation ports. A great crowd of Germans were stranded there with 
their vehicles. Some were forming up to make a convoy on the toad, 
others were riffing a 'food dump under tlie olive trees. Enemy colonels 
and generals seemed to be bustling about in all directions, and utterly 
failing to get any order out of the confusion. Some of the Germans 
showed us where the cases of choicest food were lying, and helped us 
to extract tins of pork and fruit, and packets of wholewheat biscuits. 
I lived on German and Italian rations once — they were 'always first- 
class. The soldier. <5 got real Danish butter, not margarine. The Italian 
tinned fruit and cheese were especially excellent. 

The extraordinary thing was that once the enemy troops had 
decided to surrender they had no thought whatever of taking up arms 
again. Two days before they were concentrating all their minds and 
bodies on killing Englishmen and Americans. At this moment they 
were entirely, free to pick up their rifles and shoot rrs. But they did 
not seem to be even morose or resentful. They were eager to be 
pleasant. In dozens they came up to explain the workings of the 
Volkswagen to us. They were delighted to find Clifford spoke German, 
and they talked with him as though the war had never occurred. Their 
attitude was : “Well, it's finished for me now. I don’t have to fight 
any more. I can relax a bit," 

They had lived such a practical and physical life in the field that 
they had had no time to develop any grandiose theories about the war 
and the honour of G^many, They did not worry about the fuUtre. 
Since whole armies were surrendering, it did not seem to any one man 
that he was doing anything extraordinary by giving up. Indeed, the 
whole astonishing spectacle was more and more like another army 
mancEuvre. They were simply going off to another place — America, 
they hoped. They had heard well of the food and conditions there, 
and they had always wanted to see America. 

Indeed, the prospect before these prisoners was not a bad one. 
They hjad had three years’ fighting and they were fortunate to be 
nhwounded and alive. Those who had been in Russia never wanted 
• to go bade. They weere all sick and tired of army life; They looked 
, forward to having a rest. For the moment the, escape from the terrible 
boipbing and shelling was all they asked. They knew their wives and 
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families would be looked after in Geiniany and Italy as well as might 
be— they seldom saw them anyway when they weie fighting in the 
Axis atmies, so being a prisoner of war wonld not make ninch 
difference 

These men were not soft. They simply felt: “I ha\e done my 
hit. Let someone else carry on now.” They honestly did not have any 
fixed ideas abont whether Germany was going to win oi not. If you 
questioned them, they said they thought the wai would go on for years. 
They certainly did not teel that Germany was aheady beaten. They 
were glad to be out of it— that was all there was to it. There was, in 
fact, a malaise among these men, a malaise of the spirit brought on by 
too many hard tiials that had gone on too long. 

We lode liack at last to Tunis, past the prisoners, who now 
stielchedina procession reaching horn the tip of Cape Bon fai into 
Tunisia. Weeks were going to elapse beloie a final count revealed 
the total at over a quarter of a million prisoners, the biggest single 
haul made by the Allies siuce the war ‘had begun. In all, the Axis bad 
lost close on a million men in Africa. Now they had nothing, 
absolutely nothing, to show for it. 

I personally had expected the African war to finish in havoc, a 
cataclysm of destruction and death and frightfulness. These friendly, 
peaceful scenes at the end weie almost an anti-climax. In the British 
army alone the doctors had budgeted foi six thousand casualties in 
the final break-tbiough. Actually they got the astonishingly low 
numbei of two thousand. 

There remained still, on May 11th, a large knot of resistance in 
the mountains between Zaghouau and Enfidaville, where the Eighth 
Aimy was still fighting. But in the afternoon General Andeison called 
ns to his headquarters outside Medjez-el-Bab and gave us the 
momentous news that von Arnim had been captured near the aero- 
drome of St. Marie du Zit and had asked for teiras. 

“I told him we want unconditional sunender," General Anderson 
said. “In my message I said that all destiuction of war materials must 
cease, and that we must have a plan of their minefields immediately. 
Von Arniiu has refused these terms. He has asked to see me. He will 
be here in a minute. I don’t think it will make much difierence what 
he says.” 

The fact that von Arnim himself had not been able to get away 
was proof of the speed and completeness of our victory. No Axis air- 
craft bad been able to take off into a sky filled with British and 
American aircraft, no Axis ship of any sive bad been able to put to sea, 
All the Axis generals, with only one notable exception, had now been 
taken. One after another the famous units, like tire Tenth Panzer 
Division, gave up en masse. It is doubtful if moie than one thousand 
enemy troops got away to Italy at the last. In the end a quarter of a 
million prisoners were taken. 
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lu the sontlieru sector the New Zealanders and the German 
Ninetieth Light Division hi oke off theii fighting at last. These two 
divisions were the dlite of the British and German armies. For two 
5 ’eais they had mauled one another acioss the desert. We had killed 
two of the Ninetieth Light’s commanders. The Ninetieth T,ight had 
almost liilled Frey berg. They had clmtged up to the gates of Egypt 
in the previous summer, and it was the New Zealanders who broke 
the German division’s heart outade Mer.sa Matruh. There is hardly a 
niajoi battlefield in the desert where you will not find the inlenniugled 
graves of the New Zealanders and the men of tire Ninetieth Dighl. 
And now at last it was all over. 

Eight minutes to eight o’clock on May 12th is the official time 
given for the cessation of all organized enemy resistance in Africa. 

No special incident marked that moment. This tragedy of three 
years and three acts simply ended with all the actors crowding on to 
the stage too exhausted to be. exultant or defiant or bnmiliated or 
resentful. At the end the battlefield fell to pieces and lost all pattern 
and design, and those who had fought hardest on both sides found they 
bad nothing to say, nothing to feel beyond an enveloping sense ot 
gratitude and rest. The anger had subsided at the surrender, and for 
the first time the German and Allied soldiers stood together looking 
at one another with listless and passionless curiosity. 

The struggle had gone on so long. It had been so bitter. There 
were so many dead. There was nothing more to say. 

The last of the German generals came down to the landing field 
and was flown off to captivity. The last of many thousand enemy 
soldiers trudged into the internment camps. 

And in our tanks the soldiers stripped off their uniforms, washed, 
and fell asleep in the sunshine. 

All Africa was ours. 
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